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Abstract
The Gap Year has become a highly visible feature of the everyday lives of certain 
groups of young people in contemporary British society. Despite this, it has received 
relatively little academic attention. My thesis builds upon, critiques and extends this 
small body of work. It explores young people’s accounts of taking a pre-university 
Gap Year, examining how these are utilised to accomplish forms of identity work and 
considering what they suggest about the intersection of age and identity.
The thesis applies an analytic perspective and methodology informed by 
ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and post-structuralism to twenty-five 
accounts of a pre-university Gap Year. I critically consider the collections, categories 
and attributes that are made relevant in these accounts and this situated analysis is 
used to identify three key features that enable my respondents to make claims to age 
identities. These are: developing the self; change and continuity in relationships; and 
displaying capabilities and doing competence. Overall, I propose that the Gap Year 
provides a ‘resource’ for young people to do identity work; more specifically, I 
contend that it demonstrates that adulthood is a performative identification, a situated 
accomplishment, rather than a fixed stage of life.
My thesis has implications for the sociological analysis of identity, age and the 
Gap Year, amalgamating and extending these three areas of study. In opening up a 
new arena to explore tensions between agency and structure, individualisation and 
normativity, it provides new ideas for those interested in the lives of young people in 
contemporary, late modem society.
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Chapter One 
Situating the Gap
“There is something about people who have taken a year out before going to 
university; they are likely to have a more cosmopolitan worldview, and will almost 
certainly have more confidence than many of their peers. And, of course, they will 
talk with evangelical zeal about their experiences, given the chance”^
1.1 Introduction
The above quotation appears to suggest that taking a year out, or Gap Year, between 
school and university, somehow has an effect upon the young people who undertake 
this experience. It implies that these young people will be different from their peers. Is 
this actually the case? If so, what is its sociological significance? My thesis is 
concerned with these and other questions. Indeed, I believe that the Gap Year says 
something about the relationship between age and identity in the lives of young 
people in contemporary British society. However, before pursuing this issue it is 
important to consider what constitutes a Gap Year. I begin this chapter by asking, why 
this topic and why now? I briefly define the Gap Year before explaining my reasons 
for choosing to study it. I then situate the Gap Year both historically and in its 
contemporary manifestations. Next, I contemplate how the Gap Year might inform 
our understandings about two areas of sociological interest: identity and adulthood. I 
discuss why this is so, before stating the research question I will explore throughout 
this thesis. Finally, I provide a brief overview to explain how I will undertake this task 
in subsequent chapters.
1.2 Why this topic and why now
The Gap Year has become a notable feature of the social landscape of contemporary 
British society. Every summer, for at least the last five years, British broadsheet 
newspapers have run articles related to this phenomenon. However, what, exactly, is a 
Gap Year?
‘ Addley, E. and Grace, J. 2001 'Time Out' TTie Guardian, London. 13th May.
Defining what constitutes a Gap Year is problematic. There are a vast array of 
potential Gap Year experiences, in terms of activities to be undertaken and the 
possible locations in which to do so. In essence, the Gap Year is a heterogeneous 
phenomenon, and even its name is variable; it is sometimes called a ‘year-out’ or 
simply, ‘gap’. In a major review of the Gap Year Provider organisation sector, Jones 
(2004) argues, therefore, that a temporal definition is the most effective way of 
recognising this diversity, suggesting that a Gap Year is:
“any period of time between 3 and 24 months which an individual takes ‘out’ 
of formal education, training or the workplace, and where the time out sits in 
the context of a longer career trajectory” (Jones 2004: 8)
Although this is a broad definition, thereby encompassing a variety of experiences, I 
believe that it overlooks, in some cases, what seems to me to be the Gap Year’s 
particular significance: it is largely undertaken by particular groups of young people, 
at a particular point in their lives. Moreover, since the term is ‘Gap Year’ I consider 
that any period shorter than twelve months represents a break, rather than a Gap Year. 
Certainly, this was something that my participants indicated when discussing their 
experiences. On the other hand, Jones’ contention that it is a period out of a longer 
career trajectory seems more reasonable; after all, many young people who take a Gap 
Year become university students. However, not all young people who take a Gap 
Year do so with the intention of becoming a student; that is, they may only constitute 
their experience as a Gap Year in hindsight. My study, therefore, focuses on young 
people who go on to become university students, who consider that they have had a 
pre-university Gap Year. These young people either deliberately interrupted their 
educational ‘careers’ or did so because of unforeseen circumstances.
The origins of the term Gap Year are similarly nebulous. It is difficult to 
discern when it emerged, although it has been suggested that it was at some time in 
the 1960s (Jones 2004). Certainly, in recent years, the term has become widespread 
and Gap Years have been growing in popularity. Current estimates suggest that up to 
250,000 young people take a Gap Year each year in the UK (Jones 2004). Heath 
(2007) quotes a more conservative estimate of at least 45,000 or more young people 
taking a pre-university Gap Year; a figure based on official statistics concerning 
deferred entry into Higher Education and those provided by Gap Year Provider
organisation websites. To put this in context, figures fi-om the Universities and 
Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) suggest that there were nearly 391,000 
accepted applications to UK universities in 2006 (UCAS 2006). Whatever the exact 
numbèr of young people who take a Gap Year, as a phenomenon its cultural visibility 
is increasing and it is seen as a ‘potential’ option for all young people who are 
considering extending their education to degree level. However, evidence exists that 
suggests that the Gap Year is not uniformly spread across this population.
Jones’ (2004) review indicated that the characteristics of young people who 
have taken a Gap Year are socially and demographically coherent. They are 
overwhelmingly white, middle-class, mostly female and come from Southern 
England. Other social groups, particularly young people from ethnic minorities are 
under-represented. However, Jones recognises that this representation may be an 
oversimplification: young people from other social groups may well take a Gap Year, 
but the form of Gap Year that they undertake, and how they organise it, might not be 
captured by official statistics. Thus, despite an inclusive definition of the Gap Year, 
Jones’ methods of assessing its demography may be too narrow. Indeed, although the 
cost of taking a Gap Year involving overseas travel and/or volunteering can be 
prohibitive, with recent estimates suggesting that the average gapper who travels 
spends £4,800, anecdotal evidence suggests that young people from less privileged 
backgrounds are choosing to work during a Gap Year in order to save money before 
they go to university^.
In spite of the cultural visibility of the Gap Year, there have been relatively 
few academic studies of it. Perhaps this attests to its taken-for-granted character. 
Additionally, where previous studies have been conducted they have tended to focus 
on specific types of Gap Year activities, such as overseas travel and volunteering 
(Beames 2004; Huxley 2003; Pike and Beames 2007; Simpson 2004a; 2004b; 2005). 
However, I believe that the Gap Year offers sociologists the potential to re-examine 
and extend a number of issues. Firstly, the pre-university Gap Year occurs at a
 ^For instance see Bennett, R. 2007 'Gap-Year Students Told to Forget Aid Projects' The Times, 
London. 14th August, Brignall, M. 2007 'Average Amount Owed Declines' The Guardian, London. 
14th August, Frean, A. 2004b 'Gap Year Cash Offer to Working Class Youth' The Times (UK), 
London. 19th February. p2. Hill, A. 2007 'Cash Strapped Students Turn Backs on Gap Year' The 
London. 13 th May.
specific and sociologically significant point in young people’s lives: the period when, 
traditionally, they are considered to be in their transition to adulthood. Secondly, 
although the phenomenon may conjure up images of autonomy and space for self- 
actualisation, it may also be governed by a variety of normative and disciplinary 
controls applied through commercial organisations, social networks and everyday 
practices. Hence, analysing young people’s Gap Year experiences may provide a new 
arena in which to consider tensions between structure and agency. Finally, because it 
can incorporate an eclectic range of activities within one period, such as foreign 
travel, volunteering, paid work experience, and religious or personal development, 
analysing the Gap Year may facilitate our understanding of a number of relations and 
interconnections in young people’s lives, such as those between self and others. 
Therefore, I believe that the Gap Year has the potential to act as a frame for analysing 
how young people experience these transitions and how, if  at all, they constitute being 
an adult.
My decision to examine the Gap Year, sociologically, has also been 
influenced by previous experience, both academic and personal. I became interested 
in this topic through conducting three interviews with young people who had taken a 
break between leaving school and beginning university. It became apparent to me that 
these young people found this period of their lives particularly consequential, 
predominantly because they experienced a number of events that made them reflect 
upon themselves, their identities, their position in their life course and their 
relationship to those in positions of authority. This directed my attention to certain 
theoretical questions, concerning identity, and issues surrounding age and transitions 
to adulthood. It also became obvious to me at the time, that there had been very little 
academic research concerning the Gap Year, and although this body of research has 
grown over the past few years it remains relatively smalF. Therefore, I intend my 
study to contribute to this relatively new field of enquiry.
I also had a Gap Year myself, in the late 1980s, resulting from a failed 'A' 
level, which prevented me from being able to progress to university, unlike many of 
my school-friends. I did not have the financial means or enthusiasm to go travelling
 ^A good indication of the relatively small number o f researchers investigating the Gap Year can be 
found at gapyearresearch.org (www.gapyearresearch.org.uk) (last accessed 10/08/07)
and so I spent the year working in a part-time factory job, whilst living at home with 
my parents. Therefore, my orientation to my research is home out of a curiosity to 
find out about other people’s experiences and to begin to conceptualise what the 
effects of this period of ‘time-out’ might be on young people’s lives more generally. 
Dorothy Smith (1988) has argued that sociologists should choose their research topics 
from the realm of their own everyday experiences. Certainly, my rationale for 
choosing this particular issue was a mixture of professional and personal interest.
1.3 Situating my study of the Gap Year
It is my contention that analysing young people’s accounts of taking a Gap Year is 
both timely and significant. In my study, I analyse young people’s accounts of taking 
a pre-university Gap Year in order to consider how, if at all, they use these accounts 
to construct their identities, particularly their age identities. In order to situate my 
study, I have drawn upon and critically engaged with three bodies of literature; 
theories of identity, the sociology of age and transitions to adulthood, together with 
academic studies of the Gap Year. My research, therefore, is positioned at the 
intersection of these three bodies of work, at the very centre of the following diagram.
Figure 1.1: Situating my study in relation to three bodies of work
Identity
ransitions
Gap YearAge
Before I discuss each of these bodies of work in detail in the following three chapters, 
it is important to situate the historical antecedents of the Gap Year in addition to its 
contemporary manifestations. I will then indicate why I believe that taking a pre­
university Gap Year raises analytically significant questions about the relationship 
between age and identity in young people’s lives.
The historical antecedents of the Gap Year
Several previous studies have noted that the Grand Tour was a major historical 
antecedent of the Gap Year (Heath 2005; 2007; Simpson 2004a; 2005). Originally, a 
form of travel undertaken by young aristocratic males in the late 18* and early 19* 
Centuries, its own cultural antecedents can be traced to Tudor and early Stuart English 
society (Quadfleig 2002). The Grand Tour represented an extended educational 
experience: “the travel [practice] of a young man of rank often in his teens,
undertaken as the ‘crown’ of his liberal education” (Cohen 2001: 129).
The Grand Tour was a particularly gendered and structured form of travel. 
Grand Tourists and their (male) chaperones or ‘bearleaders’ generally visited Paris, 
the principal Italian Renaissance cities and the European Low Countries (Black 1985). 
Aside from being a form of travel that was intended to be a pedagogical experience, 
the Grand Tour had two other aims, both formal and informal. The first was the 
acquisition oft cultural artefacts and capital. The second was the exploration of 
sexuality before the constrictions of adulthood (Buzard 2002). In essence, the Grand 
Tour provided a route into adulthood for a specific section of British society. Whilst 
concerns were expressed at the time about the risks and dangers to these young men, 
including sexually transmitted infections, gambling debts, injury and death by duel or 
accidents, and a tendency to adopt Continental affectations in dress and manner 
(Cohen 2001), overall it represented a moratorium from and preparation for the norms 
and roles of adulthood.
During the latter 19* Century the Grand Tour became more democratised, 
with a growing number of middle-class men and women of all ages travelling to 
Europe for educational enlightenment, although to some extent a small number of 
upper-class women had toured since the late 18* Century (Dolan 2001; Urry 2002). In 
effect, this new population either controlled or dissipated the risks previously
associated with the Grand Tour. Hence, the development of British tourism 
institutionalised the association between travel and education that had initially been a 
rite de passage of the country’s aristocratic youth (Buzard, 2002). A representation 
of this new institutionalised form of Grand Tour is evident in E.M Forster’s “A Room 
with a View” (Forster 1977).
Another historical antecedent of the Gap Year in British society, which 
produced an association between travel, employment and youth, was ‘tramping’
. (Adler 1985). In 19* Century England, young working-class men moved around the 
country serving as trades apprentices. They would spend several years ‘on the road’ 
learning their trade before they became members of a trade’s guild. In so doing, they 
became adult members of their society. This form of mobile culture became 
romanticised during the 20* Century, becoming a form of youth travel amongst 
sections of the middle-classes (ibid.). Effectively, the gradual démocratisation of 
travel that transformed the Grand Tour also altered ‘tramping’. Paradoxically, the 
association between tramping and risk increased during the 20* Century, becoming a 
rite de passage as young people throughout Western societies travelled through 
unfamiliar, sometimes risky, but often exciting locations, even within their own 
culture. Again, literature provides a good example in Jack Kerouac’s seminal “On the 
Road” (Kerouac 1972). Additionally, post-war youth cultures, such as Hippies in the 
1960s, drew on this notion of travel as experience (Hetherington 1998). Indeed, both 
the Grand Tour and tramping raise interesting questions ahout the nature of youth 
travel, suggesting that throughout the modem era, groups of young people from all 
social classes were mobile during their late adolescent and early adult years.
While youth travel formed one particular antecedent of the Gap Year, another 
came from youth movements and organisations that emerged in Britain in the 20* 
Century. Although aimed at young males in their teenage years, the Boy Scout 
movement is significant because it was one of the first youth movements to link 
travel, education and moral control. It was founded by Robert Baden-Powell in 1908 
to raise the physical and moral standards of young, principally working-class, males 
(Pryke 2001; Springhall 1977). Baden-Powell considered this objective expedient 
given his assessment of the political climate of post-Boer War England: as inefficient 
and degenerate. It was his attempt to bring an ethos of discipline, service and moral
order to all social classes; whilst the creation of separate movements for female 
youths, the Girl Guides, and junior sections, such as Cubs and Brownies, 
demonstrates the gendered and developmental foundation of Baden-Powell’s vision. 
Moreover, it may have provided an element of social respectability for troop leaders 
(Springhall 1986). However, although scouting quickly established itself as the most 
popular youth movement of the early 20* Century, its regimen gradually formed the 
basis of a national youth service (Macalister-Brew 1968). Hence, there was an 
institutionalisation of youth movements in general during the 20* Century.
In the UK, youth movements were institutionalised with the development of 
the Youth Service during the 1940s (Macalister-Brew 1968). This made Local 
Authorities directly responsible for providing financial assistance to youth 
organisations within their locale, in conjunction with voluntary bodies. Although there 
had been widespread resistance towards a State-directed youth policy in Britain, there 
was a recognition that its institutionalisation was necessary to the nation, even one 
that was apparently characterised by consensus (Davies 1986). However, despite these 
measures by 1960, when the Albermarle Committee issued its report into the 
deteriorating state of the British Youth Service, only a third of adolescents and youths 
were in contact with a youth organisation. Concern was expressed during this period 
about young people who were ‘unattached’: those who did not belong to any youth 
organisation and who were considered to be either unhappy or problematic (Morse 
1965). Hence, during the 20* Century, some youth movements and organisations 
represented young people as either vulnerable, in need of state protection or, perhaps 
most significantly, needing to have their leisure time controlled.
The principle for the control and moral ordering of young lives was evident in 
two other antecedents of the Gap Year: missionary expeditions and volunteering 
(Simpson 2004a). Both forms combined elements of travel and education in terms of 
activities and locations. For instance, both missions and volunteering were used to 
provide moral guidance and civilising tendencies to those engaged in and benefiting 
from them. In essence, we can view missions and volunteering as forms of action 
whereby young people are shaped into certain kinds of citizens. However, ' both 
missionary expeditions and volunteering have been associated with colonialism 
(ibid.). Thus, despite its apparently mundane image the Gap Year has highly political.
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economic and ideological antecedents. This raises questions about the continuing 
effects of these antecedents on the nature of representations of the Gap Year and those 
young people who undertake such an enterprise. Certainly, in contemporary British 
society the Gap Year can be viewed as a complex and diverse ‘cultural script’.
The Gap Year as a cultural script in contemporary British society
According to writers from diverse disciplines, ‘cultural scripts’ are forms of tacit
knowledge that individuals utilise in order to understand their social and cultural 
worlds (Mehta 1997; Wierzbicka 1998). Scripts influence how we construct meanings 
and undertake actions. Suggesting, as I am, that the Gap Year is a ‘cultural script’ 
means that it is necessary to consider how this script emerges across a range of 
different ‘surfaces’; these ‘surfaces’ encompass both institutional and cultural forms. 
Figure 1.2 represents what I consider to be the most significant.
Figure 1.2 ‘Surfaces’ of the Gap Year cultural script’
Gap Year 
Provider 
Organisations
Social Networks News Media
Cultural Script
Popular Culture Guidebooks
Government 
Policies 
and Initiatives
In many ways. Gap Year Provider organisations offer the most obvious and 
perhaps most public ‘surface’ of the Gap Year. Jones (2004) suggests that it is 
possible to identify five different types of Gap Year Provider organisation based upon 
the kind of Gap Year services they offer, as the following table indicates (Figure 1.3).
Figure 1.3: Typology of Gap Year Provider organisations
Type Description of organisation
1 Commercial organisations acting as brokers to mediate between 
participants and placement providers
2 Non-profit umbrella organisations directing participants to other 
providers and which publicise and help to market gap year 
opportunities
3 Commercial organisations offering placements
4 Charitable organisations offering placements
5 Host community organisations offering placements
As this typology indicates, Gap Year Provider organisations are both commercial and 
charitable, offering a wide range of activities and services, both in the UK and 
overseas. There are between 80 and 100 specialist providers in the UK (ibid.). Some 
are highly specific: for example, there are Christian Gap Year providers'^, providers 
specialising in environmental Gap Years^, those that organise work placements in 
British industry^, whilst others are more general and related to organising overseas 
travel and volunteering^.
Many organisations outline what elements they think constitutes a Gap Year. 
For instance, the Year Out Group, an umbrella organisation for 35 Gap Year Provider 
organisations, characterises the Gap Year on its website thus:
“A year out between school or college and higher education or employment or 
between higher education and a job, can give young people a valuable and 
challenging learning experience - provided that it is carefully planned. A well- 
structured year out can be part of the lifelong education process and can make 
a significant contribution to an individual's personal development. Employers 
and university staff increasingly attach importance to evidence of enterprise, 
maturity and sustained commitment both within and outside formal 
education.” ('Benefits of a Structured Year Out' Year Out Group 2007)
www.careforce.co.uk (accessed 10/08/07)
 ^www.frontier.ac.uk (accessed 10/08/07); www.greenforce.org (accessed 10/08/07)
 ^www.vini.org.uk (accessed 10/08/07)
 ^www.gan-year.com (accessed 10/08/07); www.ganvear.com (accessed 10/08/07); www.realgan.co.uk 
(accessed 10/08/07)
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Hence, this organisation emphasises the pedagogical and experiential benefits of 
taking a Gap Year, linking these directly to a young person’s future employment. In 
contrast, Gapyear.com points to a quite different representation:
“From the age of 18, people will now become 'serial gappers' as they head 
through each life stage, taking a 'gap' to prepare themselves for the transition 
ahead. The result will be a change in the mentality of society, away from the 
'live to work, work to live' routine of a slow climb up a career ladder to a more 
exciting life path which simply involves doing what they enjoy in life and 
achieving that dream. Life is short. Why waste your time doing things you 
don't enjoy?!” ('What is a Gap Year?' Gapyear.com 2007)
This contrast, between life-planning and hedonism, is evident across the Gap Year 
Provider organisation sector. It reflects a key distinction within the Gap Year ‘cultural 
script’: the Gap Year as a period of self-development, related to future careers and a 
linear life-plan; or, the Gap Year as a form of experiential journeying, related to 
enjoyment as a means of coping with life’s inevitable transitions. Put simply. Gap 
Year Provider organisations reflect a contrast between delayed and immediate 
gratification.
A significant feature emphasised by Gap Year Provider organisations is the 
importance of ‘getting it right’. Thus, whatever these organisations suggest constitutes 
a Gap Year, they invariably recognise that young people are likely to be subject to 
financial and social constraints, particularly those involving their parents. Many Gap 
Year Provider organisations provide information and advice for parents, in addition to 
more general advice about insurance and maintaining safety^. This reflects a more 
general and growing concern about the safety of Gap Year travellers. In addition. Gap 
Year Provider organisations are aware of the contested nature of the Gap Year itself. 
Hence, emphasising that ‘getting it right’ is important may (partially) subvert the 
potential charge that a Gap Year is a ‘waste of time’. Nowhere is the question of the 
validity of the Gap Year more thoroughly debated than in the British news media.
The Gap Year ‘surfaces’ across the panoply of British news media, including 
radio, newspapers, the internet and magazines. It is impossible to provide extensive
 ^see, for example, the sections provided by Year Out Group (www.vearoutgroun. orsl (accessed 
10/08/07) and GAP Activity Projects (www.gap.org.ukl (accessed 10/08/07) specifically designed for 
‘anxious’ parents
11
coverage of the full range of representations produced by this media, nor how they all 
contribute to the Gap Year as a ‘cultural script’. However, I think that the British 
newspaper industry is particularly germane in this respect.
In an overview, which I conducted, of broadsheet newspaper articles related to 
the Gap Year over the past five years, I noticed that certain topics are prevalent and 
often repeated. These include: the financial cost of taking a Gap Year^; the Gap Year 
as a potentially dangerous and risky enterprise^®, together with information about 
different countries that can be visited -  a sort of gazetteer of potential Gap Year 
destinations^ \  It is evident that amongst all of these articles and features, sometimes 
quite specific representations of the Gap Year and the young people who undertake 
them, commonly referred to as ‘gappers’, are discernable.
Sometimes gappers are referred to in negative terms, variously being 
described as ‘charity tourists’, ‘neo-colonialists’, engaging in a form of 
‘voluntourism’ whilst not being developmentally ready for the experiences a Gap 
Year can offer^^. In contrast, other newspaper articles represent the Gap Year as a 
positive experience, enabling ‘gappers’ to develop confidence, maturity and 
independence^^. However, like Gap Year Provider organisations, British newspaper 
articles strongly emphasise the importance of structuring and enquiring about the Gap 
Year in advance. Therefore, they imply that consulting experts when planning a Gap 
Year, or obtaining this information, is particularly important.
 ^For example Frean, A. 2004b 'Gap Year Cash Offer to Working Class Youth' The Times (UK), 
London. 19th February. p2, Halpin, T. 2004 'Gap Year Offer that Fills Need Across the World' The 
Times (UK), London. 24th June, p l l ,  Hill, A. 2007 'Cash Strapped Students Turn Backs on Gap Year' 
The Observer, London. 13th May.
For example de Bruxelles, S. 2003 'Gap Year Girl Died in Rapids' The Times (UK), London. 19th 
Oct. p4, Peek, L. 2004 'Britons on Gap Year are Shot by African Pirates' The Times (UK), London, 5th 
July. p5.
** For example Bergmans, J. 2005 'Get There First....' The Observer, London. 10th April, Observer 
2006 'The Gap Year Directory' The Observer. Travel Supplement. 30th July.
For example Alleyne, R. 2006 'Gap year students accused o f being charity tourists who do little 
good' The Telegraph (UK), London. 16th Aug, Bennett, R. 2007 'Gap-Year Students Told to Forget 
Aid Projects' The Times, London. 14th August, Brodie, J. and Griffiths, T. 2006 'Are gappers really 
the new colonialists?' The Guardian, London. Travel Supplement. 26th Aug, Manzoor, S. 2004 'Work 
In A Gap Year? Give Me A Break' The Guardian, 11/08/2004 Edition, London.
For example Addley, E. and Grace, J. 2001 'Time Out' The Guardian, London. 13th May, Buxton, 
A. 2004 'Take the Gap' The Telegraph, London. 17th April, pl2.  Ford, L. 2003 'Life's First Journey' 
The Guardian,'London. \6Xh.Aug.
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The British news media provide a number of ‘experts’ and forms of advice 
themselves Every summer, during the Gap Year ‘season’ when young people are 
preparing to get their 'A' level results, these are especially prevalent. However, this 
type of advice is more common on another ‘surface’ of the Gap Year script, one that 
is available throughout the year: Gap Year guidebooks^^. The majority of guidebooks 
provide expert advice about travel, working (both in the UK and overseas), health 
issues, and information for parents. Some of these guidebooks are linked to web 
resources; indeed, most have a ‘useful resources’ section too. Once again. Gap Year 
guidebooks produce specific representations of what constitutes a valid Gap Year 
experience. For example, discussing the question of whether a Gap Year is a ‘wasted’ 
year, Griffiths (2003: 5) asserts
“Don’t be ridiculous! Anyone who says that to you has obviously never done 
anything interesting in their life. How can taking time out having fun, 
exploring amazing countries, broadening your mind and doing whatever you 
want to do be a waste? As far as I’m concerned, a young person sat in an 
office for a year pushing paper clips around a disk earning money to spend on 
drinking binges.. .is a waste. No, I’m wrong.. .it’s a crime!
Although this representation raises issues about what constitutes a Gap Year 
from the viewpoint of a particular Gap Year expert, I think that it further demonstrates 
that contestation is a very significant feature within the Gap Year script. Moreover, it 
raises the question of how heterogeneous a Gap Year can be; Griffiths clearly thinks 
that working during a Gap Year is a ‘waste’ of time. The importance of this viewpoint 
may be noticeable in how those who have taken alternative types of Gap Year work 
against this form of invalidation.
Gap Year guidebooks, and the representations that they contain, are 
particularly critical because of their availability in books shops, on the internet and, 
perhaps more significantly, school careers libraries. Jones (2004) suggests that 
educational institutions are a key site for young people to gain information about the
Many o f these media have websites: for example, the Times (UK) has an online section called ‘Gap 
travel expert’ (www.timesonline.ac.uk) (accessed 10/08/07)
Examples include Bindloss, J. and Hindle, C. 2005 The Gap Year Book: The Definitive Guide to 
Planning and Taking a Year Out 2nd Revised Edition, London: Lonely Planet Publications, Griffith, 
S. 2005 Taking a Gap Year: The Essential Guide to Taking a Year Out 4th Edition, Oxford: Vacation 
Work, Withers, A. 2006 The Gap-Year Guidebook 2007, Revised Edition, Saxmunden, Suffolk: John 
Catt Educational
13
Gap Year; as such, the school or college represents a further institutionalised ‘surface’ 
for the Gap Year script to emerge. Certainly, Gap Year Provider organisations target 
some schools and colleges with information and road shows, although these 
institutions tend to be from the private education sector (ibid.). Hence, the emergence 
of particular representations of the Gap Year at this significant site in young people’s 
lives raises interesting sociological questions about the legitimacy of forms of ‘expert’ 
knowledge in relation to the Gap Year; in effect, the appearance of certain surfaces 
within others, I think, lends weight to the representations that are on offer to young 
people.
Support for educational institutions to encourage young people to take a Gap 
Year has recently come from the Government. In May 2004, the Government initiated 
the Russell Commission to report on the possibility of creating a new structure for 
youth volunteering (Cabinet Office 2006). The result was the creation of ‘V’, an 
operational group charged with implementing the Russell Commission 
recommendations to develop an ethos of volunteering and community action. In May 
2005, the Government pledged £100 million to encourage this recommendation, 
although it has been suggested that this is heavily reliant on persuading private sector 
involvement (Young People Now 2005). Indeed, the Commission is, according to 
Heath (2007) the latest in a series of policy initiatives designed to encourage social 
cohesion and active citizenship. Notably, there has been concern amongst a wide 
range of agencies that other Government policy areas, particularly the extension of 
variable tuition fees in September 2006, would affect this aspiration (BBC News 
2004). In effect, there appears to have been a concern that the Gap Year would 
become synonymous with financial solvency alone.
While the surfaces that I have discussed thus far are largely institutionalised, 
the Gap Year also emerges on surfaces that are cultural. Included here are popular 
literature and cinema. Gap Year travel has formed the basis of several popular novels, 
such as “The Beach” (Garland 1996) (subsequently released as a film of the same 
name), “The Backpacker” (Harris 2001) and “Are You Experienced?” (Sutcliffe 
1997). Additionally, disparities between what Gap Year travellers experience and 
what they tell their parents has been the subject of a recent book (Hoggart and Monk 
2006). All of these present Gap Year travel as more complex and sometimes more
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risky than Gap Year Provider organisations suggest, although the risks to Gap Year 
travellers are recognised across the different ‘surfaces’ that I have discussed.
An interesting addendum to popular cultural representations of the Gap Year 
is evident in the form of weblogs, produced by Gap Year travellers themselves^®. 
These generally contain detailed commentaries about where an individual has 
travelled, what activities they have undertaken in addition to travel photographs. It is 
noteworthy that past-gappers’ stories and photographs sometimes appear on 
institutional ‘surfaces’, such as Gap Year Provider organisation websites. I think that 
this raises issues about the use of these stories by these organisations. Perhaps Gap 
Year provider organisations regard them as adding ‘authority’ and ‘authenticity’ to 
their particular packages and products.
Finally, another ‘surface’ of the Gap Year ‘cultural script’, which in many 
ways is the most difficult to assess, is that of social networks, such as those associated 
with family and friends (Jones 2004). Having a relative or friend who has taken, or is 
thinking about taking a Gap Year, appears to have a significant impact on how young 
people, and their parents, view the Gap Year (ibid.). Certainly, there are, I think, 
questions to consider about the centrality of social networks in young people’s Gap 
Year experiences.
What can we infer from the representations that emerge on these surfaces and 
constitute the ‘cultural script’ of the Gap Year? What is their sociological 
significance? First, I believe that they tend to represent the Gap Year as a form of 
youth travel. Hence, how do young people situate their own experiences in relation to 
this representation, especially if they decide to undertake other forms of Gap Year 
activity? Secondly, there are tacit assumptions about the Gap Year as an ‘aged’ 
phenomenon; that is, something that is pertinent to the lives of young adults, although 
this representation has been challenged by the recent emergence of ‘grown-up gaps’
Do young people who take a Gap Year recognise and orient to this representation? 
Thirdly, they associate the Gap Year with a break between two forms of education:
see for example http://www.dafvddllvr.net (accessed 10/08/07)
Griffith, S. 2004 Gap Years fo r Grown-Ups, Oxford: Vacation Work, Ward, L. and Mukherjee, J. 
2005 'Workers Pack Their Bags in Gap Year Boom' The Guardian, 16/02/05 Edition, London.
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school and university. Do young people necessarily plan their Gap Year with this in 
mind? Overall, I believe that the existence of a ‘cultural script’ of the Gap Year 
connotes particular aged identifications. Therefore, I believe that the Gap Year is a 
phenomenon that could provide sociologists with a window, or frame, to analyse the 
intersection between age and identity at specific points in the lives of young people, 
particularly to explore how they use this phenomenon to undertake forms of identity 
, work.
1.4 Age, identity and the Gap Year
The intersection between age and identity can be approached in several ways and 
within sociological analysis it has commonly been explored via the analysis of distinct 
stages of life: childhood, youth, adulthood and old age (Blaikie 1999; Finch 1986; 
Hendrick 1997; Hockey and James 2003; Jenks 1996; Pilcher 1995). Two concepts 
that are important in this form of analysis are generation and cohort. Pilcher (1995: 6) 
suggests that cohort, a term which originated in demography, denotes “a defined 
population who experience the same significant event at, or within, a given period of 
calendar time”. In contrast, she suggests that generation refers to kinship relations; as 
in the distinction between one generation of a family and another. However, Burnett 
(2003) argues that cohort and generation are more distinct and within sociology there 
are several different models of generations that can be used. One of particular 
significance can be found in the sociology of knowledge proposed by Karl Mannheim 
(1952).
Mannheim (1952) used the term generation to mean a unity that comes from 
“a similarity of location of a number of individuals within a social whole” (ibid.: 290). 
He postulated that given the nature of social change, each generation would develop a 
particular Zeitgeist or worldview depending upon the events that shaped the era in 
which they came of age. For instance, commonly used terms such Baby Boomer and 
Generation X (for examples see the collection edited by Epstein 1998) are used to 
refer to particular generational characteristics. Could we apply this model to the Gap 
Year? Effectively, this would indicate that those ‘coming of age’ in contemporary late 
modem, British society, develop a particular Zeitgeist of which the Gap Year is 
indicative.
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I consider, however, that adopting this approach to the relationship between 
the Gap Year, age and identity, would be problematic for a number of reasons. First, 
although Mannheim had sought to illustrate the importance and irreducibility of social 
processes to biological maturation, he inevitably proposed a linear model of human 
development that reified events experienced during youth above all others. In part, 
this reflects the period that Mannheim was developing his generational model: in the 
aftermath of two world wars. Certainly, Burnett (2003) contends that Mannheim’s 
reification of youth as the period of Zeitgeist development is now called into question 
by process of social change; in effect, the possibility of a singular Zeitgeist is 
problematic. Secondly, but related, the Gap Year is a heterogeneous entity and is 
largely confined to quite specific groups of young people at specific points in their 
lives. Referring to a ‘Gap Year generation’ would universalise the experiences of this 
group and repeat some of the problems with Mannheim’s own model. Therefore, it is 
perhaps more pertinent to consider the Gap Year as indicative of another means of 
conceptualising age: as a series of transitions throughout a life course.
The term life course has been employed in sociological analysis to distinguish 
the process of maturation from biological and psychological models, such as the 
lifecycle or lifespan, which equate it to a series of pre-determined, developmental 
stages (Pilcher 1995). Since the 1970s there has been a reorientation of perspective 
and more consideration has been paid to the experience of ageing at the level of 
agency: to contextual and subjective elements (Elder 1978; Hareven 1978; Hareven 
2000). From this perspective the life course is composed of
“individual and family transitions.. of a continuous, interactive process of
historical change... part of a cluster of concurrent transitions and a sequence of 
transitions that affect each other... shaped, therefore, by different historical 
forces.”(Hareven 1982b: 2, my emphasis)
Therefore, in contrast to a model of linear stages, the notion of a life course suggests 
that attention should be focused upon a multitude of transitions that occur at three 
levels: individual, collective (familial) and historical. I believe that this perspective
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encapsulates a means of examining the Gap Year not as a generational feature but 
more akin to a ‘rite of passage’ from adolescence to adulthood^
I propose that the pre-university Gap Year could be viewed as a ‘passageway’ 
between different periods or identities within the life course, notably the period during 
which young people are becoming adults. Certainly, if we again recall how the Gap 
Year is represented on many of the surfaces I identified earlier, the notion of 
transition looms large. For instance, issues relating to leaving home and family, 
obtaining employment and being responsible for oneself are frequently cited. Indeed, 
many Gap Year Provider organisations literally sell the Gap Year on the basis that it 
effectively helps, or eases, young people’s transitions into adulthood. However, even 
a cursory glance at the literature related to transitions to adulthood indicates that this 
is a contested and complex area; the notion of a simplistic, irreversible transition has 
been problematised.
I contend that analysing the Gap Year sociologically may provide a useful 
frame to explore these questions and issues. What, for example, can it tell us about 
contemporary transitions to adulthood? In addition, what, if anything, can it tell us 
about the ontology of this identity category? This in itself necessitates a consideration 
of theoretical approaches to identity that have been used within sociological analysis. 
Therefore, I am interested in analysing how young people who have taken a pre­
university Gap Year may provide certain insights into the intersection of age and 
identity.
1.5 Overview
The thesis is organised as follows. In Chapter Two, I consider three approaches that I 
have discerned in the theoretical literature relating to identity: the social, the 
discursive and the situational. Through noting points of similarity and difference
Although it is not necessarily contradictory to assert that a particular ‘rite o f passage’ could be 
indicative o f a generational Zeitgeist. This point appears to relate to a recent debate within youth studies 
concerning the validity, or otherwise, o f conceptualising youth in terms o f transitions or generations 
Roberts, K. 2007 'Youth Transitions and Generations: A Response to Wyn and Woodman', Journal o f  
Youth Studies 10(2): 263-269, Wyn, J. and Woodham, D. 2006 'Generation, Youth and Social Change 
in Australia', Journal o f  Youth Studies 9(5): 495-514.
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between these approaches, I question sociological conceptions of identity. I argue that 
while each approach points to identity as a process, the form of this process is 
conceptualised in different ways.
Chapter Three outlines the literature associated with a specific stage of the life 
course: adulthood. I consider what constitutes adulthood; in addition, I examine 
transitions to adulthood. In doing so, I contrast the literature on adulthood as a stage 
of the life course with more biographical and situational studies that indicate that 
adulthood is an identification that is complex, plural, dynamic and ongoing. In short, I 
ground some of the more abstract theoretical concepts I discussed in Chapter Two in 
my discussion of becoming adult.
Academic studies of the Gap Year and its associated activities are discussed in 
Chapter Four. I map the field of Gap Year studies in relation to travel, education and 
employment, noting that the latter has been particularly under-researched. 
Subsequently, I discuss how previous studies have viewed the construction of age 
identities in relation to the Gap Year, noting some important criticisms and points of 
extension. I conclude this chapter with a more detailed consideration of my research 
questions.
Chapters Five and Six are dedicated to outlining the analytic perspective and 
methodology of my study. This draws on post-structuralist and ethnomethodological 
approaches in qualitative research. This informs the empirical core of my thesis, 
which composes the content of Chapters Seven to Ten. The key areas that I examine 
in these chapters are the structure and organisation of my respondents’ accounts; their 
accounts of developing the self; accounts of change and continuity in relationships; 
and finally, accounts of displaying capabilities and doing competence.
In Chapter Eleven I draw my thesis together, providing a model of the main 
themes and concepts that I have discerned throughout my analysis. I use these themes 
and concepts to address my research questions and suggest some qualifications to my 
own research and directions for future areas of study.
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Chapter Two 
Questioning identities: three approaches in sociological 
analysis 
2.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I explained that I wanted to explore what, if  anything, young 
people’s accounts of taking a pre-university Gap Year can tell us about their 
identities, especially their age identities. It is, therefore, important to consider how 
identity has been conceptualised theoretically. In this chapter, I analyse three 
theoretical approaches to identity that I have discerned from the sociological 
literature. I have classified these: the social, the discursive and the situational. In the 
following section of this chapter, I briefly summarise these three approaches and 
explain why I have chosen to focus on them and exclude others. I then provide an 
overview of how identity has been conceptualised within classical and modem social 
theory, a task that foregrounds my discussion of some key exemplars of the three 
approaches themselves. Finally, I review this discussion, contending that these 
approaches link the notion of identity with that of transition. I conclude the chapter by 
arguing that conceptualising identity as transitional necessitates a consideration of age 
identities and given the aim of my thesis, becoming an adult.
2.2 Approaching identity: the social, the discursive and the 
situational
The question of what constitutes identity has received considerable attention within 
sociology in recent years. Several key texts have attempted to outline, explain and 
critique a range of different theoretical approaches that have been applied to the 
theorisation of identity (for example see Abbinnett 2003; Calhoun 1994; Craib 1998; 
Elliot 2001; Hall 2000; Jenkins 1996; Michael 1996; Woodward 2000). Below I 
discuss the texts of Jenkins, Hall and Craib, in particular, because I believe that they 
epitomise and critically engage with three of the most significant approaches currently 
in use when conceptualising identity in contemporary sociological thought: the social, 
the discursive and the situational.
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Adopting a social approach toward identity means constituting it as inherently 
constructed and maintained through social interaction (Jenkins 1996). That is, identity 
represents a meeting point between the individual and society and acts as a means to 
assess the dialectical relationship between an internal self and an external sociality. In 
effect, social approaches examine the tension between agency and structure. Social 
approaches are predominantly universalistic and humanist; Jenkins (1996: 52) 
indicates this when he asserts, “we are not talking about a ‘thing’, but about an aspect 
of the human condition”.
Social approaches are oriented to questions of changing identities and 
changing times; as Jenkins (1996: 28) notes “(i)ndividually, ‘the past’ is memory; 
collectively, it is history”. Identity is utilised as a barometer of social change; it can 
function to answer questions about epochal transformations, such as moves from 
modernity to post-modemity. Furthermore, it can inform questions about changes in 
ontology, the state of being, that result from these transformations. However, it has 
been argued that social approaches risk conflating a dynamic, inner self with the 
social identities that emanate from and are organised by it (Craib 1998).
In “Who Needs Identity?”, Stuart Hall (2000) discusses an alternative to social 
approaches that I have labelled the discursive. Here identity is a ‘meeting point’, a 
‘point of suture’, and a point of “temporary attachment to the subject positions which 
discursive practices construct” (ibid.: 19). Hall rejects the term identity, preferring the 
more dynamic and transient notion of identification. The theoretical lineage employed 
here comes from Foucault, Althusser and Lacan; they are resolutely anti-humanist and 
preclude the notion of a universal, ahistoric, and essential identity. Noting that these 
approaches are particularly prone to the charge of determinism, since they consider 
the production of ‘docile bodies’ brought about by a totalising power. Hall references 
the work of Judith Butler (1990; 1993). Hall argues that Butler resolves this problem 
through her inclusion of feminist and psychoanalytic theories. In summary, therefore, 
discursive approaches focus attention on the micro-political dimensions of 
identification, the strategies of governance and resistance; effectively, they are 
concerned with a politics of difference.
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A third approach, the situational, can be discerned in Ian Craib’s (1998) 
“Experiencing Identity”. He rejects social approaches, such as those proposed by 
Jenkins, for prioritising similarity: the notion of ^social identity’ pivots around 
identifications with other individuals and groups by recourse to social roles. This 
neglects the importance of 'my identity’: the ontology that is beyond social identities 
and the performance of role, which effectively organises individuals’ social identities. 
Craib also rejects discursive approaches, such as those explored by Hall. Here he 
argues that attempts within post-structuralism to explore mechanisms of subjectivity 
through the incorporation of psychoanalytic theories founder on a deterministic and 
“normotic” ontology; he suggests, the individual “has an inner life, but that inner life 
is a product of the outer life and does not generate anything new” (Craib 1998: 9). 
Alternatively, Craib reviews and utilises a range of theories in order to foreground 
lived, often unconscious, experiences. The solution, according to Craib, is for a form 
of phenomenology that incorporates the psychodynamic concept of inner psychic 
space.
The three texts that I have outlined above foreground three significant 
approaches within the sociological analysis of identity. However, I believe that each 
one omits, or does not fully engage with, other theories that can be classified under 
these rubrics, which are pertinent to the aim of my thesis. I am thinking here of the 
social approaches delineated in the works of Anthony Giddens, Ulrich Beck and 
Pierre Bourdieu, that have been extremely influential in recent years in the analysis of 
young people’s lives. Similarly, queer and postcolonial theorists are instances of 
significant extensions of a discursive approach that trouble the fundamental 
constitution of identity categories. Finally, although Craib’s text emphasises the need 
to address the situational and experiential aspects of identity, in a sense grounding 
some of the issues raised by both social and discursive approaches, he fails to engage 
with two approaches that foreground this level of analysis without recourse to 
psychoanalysis: ethnomethodology and conversation analysis.
My selection of approaches is not conclusive; certainly, others may wish to 
emphasise alternatives. I believe, however, that the approaches that I have chosen to 
examine are fundamental to how identity has been conceptualised in sociological 
analysis in recent years and more significantly, are pertinent to the analysis of young
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people’s identities, as I will demonstrate in the following chapter. All of the 
aforementioned approaches trouble what we understand identity to be and they 
therefore warrant a closer critical examination.
2.3 Social identities and social change
Hall asserts that “there has been a veritable discursive explosion in recent years 
around the concept of ‘identity’, at the same moment as it has been subjected to a 
searching critique” (Hall 2000: 15). Part of this critique reflects the status of identity 
as a central analytic frame through which social theorists have evaluated questions of 
social change. In addition to questions of the character of society, are ones concerning 
ontology: are contemporary identities qualitatively distinct from those produced in 
previous eras? I believe that it is therefore important to consider how identity has been 
conceptualised and examined in sociological theory in both the classical and modem 
canon, before I consider recent critical extensions.
Steven Seidman (1997) argues that the sociological analysis of identity has 
been focused on issues of magnitude rather than design. Hence, identity categories, 
such as social class, gender, ethnicity and sexuality (to name but a few), have been 
regarded as objective social facts, although not all were subjected to analysis in equal 
measure. As classical social theorists were concerned with the effects of the newly 
formed social institutions of industrial modernity upon social cohesion, they selected 
certain identity categories and not others. Marx and Weber, for instance, represented 
class and status as meta-categories of division. Similarly, Durkheim was concerned 
with examining the effects that the transition of society from a state of mechanical to 
organic solidarity would have upon collective representations. These foundations 
encouraged the notion that differences within categories, between identities, were 
irrational, divisive and counter to the objectives of Enlightenment rationality. Hence, 
from this perspective identity mattered because it represented a measure of the 
distance to be travelled to utopia, a view that has continued to be extremely 
influential.
During the 20* Century, modem social theorists working within a variety of 
traditions, including Feminism, Stmctural-Functionalism and neo-Marxism, continued
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to expand the number of identity categories incorporated into sociological analysis 
and the methodologies employed to this end (Kellner 1992; Seidman 1997). However, 
Seidman suggests that they retained the epistemological and ontological postulates 
provided by the classicists. For example, whilst modem or second-wave feminism 
tended towards gynocentrism in opposition to phallocentrism, it nonetheless 
supported the view that ‘woman’ and ‘man’ are universal, unitary identity categories. 
Although this reflected a political strategy of empowerment, the effects of a number 
of events, both intemal and extemal to the academy have challenged such a view 
more systematically since the 1980s.
The events cited as destabilising modem identities are dependent upon the 
frame of analysis: for example, Seidman (1997) references those that concem the 
social regulation of sexuality, which include political protest, academic interest and 
epidemic conquest. More generally, it has been suggested that since the 1960s 
profound economic, social and cultural transformations have affected and fragmented 
the notion of stable identity categories. These have included: the anti-foundational 
deconstmctions associated with post-stmcturalism and post-modemism; the advance 
of new social movements associated with forms of identity politics; the increased 
flexibility of working practices including the féminisation of the workforce; and the 
expansion of information technology (Kumar 1995; Lash and Urry 1994; Seidman 
1998). However, although for a number of writers (e.g. Lyotard, Baudrillard) these 
events are representative of a crisis in sociological analysis and a more profound 
epistemological break in modemity, others have consistently argued that they are 
indicative of a transition to a period of reflexive or late modemity.
Theories of Late and Reflexive Modernity
The question of identity emerges in a series of works written during the past two 
decades by Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens conceming the character of 
contemporary society (Beck 1992; 1994; 1997; 1998; 2000a; 2000b; Beck and Beck- 
Gemshejm 1995; 2002; Beck, et al. 2003; Giddens 1990; 1991; 1992; 1994). In these 
works, they contend that there has not been a profound break in modemity; rather, it 
has been transformed. Thus, Beck asserts that “(m)odemization is becoming reflexive', 
it is becoming its own theme” (Beck 1992: 19, emphasis in original). Additionally, 
Giddens observes that “(r)ather than entering a period of post-modemity, we are
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moving into one in which the consequences of modemity are becoming more 
radicalised and universalised than before” (Giddens 1990: 3). For both Beck and 
Giddens, this transformation has profound and often unintended consequences for 
how people constmct their identities in contemporary Westem societies. In such an 
era, they argue, people have to constmct their identities in relation to four specific 
characteristics: risk, refiexivity, detraditionalisation and individualisation.
According to Beck, risk has become definitive of life in contemporary 
Westem societies as a result of the rationalisation of rationality: the systemic feature 
of industrial society (Beck 1992). Here Beck is indicating that the means and ends 
efficiency unleashed with industrialism and the rise of science have produced 
unintended consequences throughout the social system. These systemic ‘side-effects’ 
now affect all individuals. Previously, in industrial society/simple modemity, risk was 
local, tangible and conformed to the logic of wealth distribution, in an inverse 
relationship to social class position: ascribed risk positions reflected ascribed 
identities. In contrast, in reflexive modemity, risk is invisible, global, and democratic. 
Beck asserts that this impacts upon how people constmct their identities: for example, 
although the association between social class and risk remains relevant, since 
pecuniary advantage can help maintain safety, certain risks, such as those associated 
with environmental hazards and radioactivity, become unavoidable: there is a 
circularity, or “boomerang effect” (Beck 1992: 37). Therefore, the relationship 
between identity status and risk status is now fi-agmented. In order to subvert this 
logic. Beck argues, individuals and institutions are compelled to take reflexive action; 
action that paradoxically has recursive effects on risk production, thereby fram ing  
identity constmctions within a culture of risk.
Both Beck and Giddens emphasise the importance of refiexivity in coping 
with this new culture of risk. Consequently, Adams (2006) has termed their theories 
the ‘extended refiexivity thesis’. Both Beck and Giddens indicate that under such 
social conditions individuals and social institutions require forms of expert knowledge 
in order to be reflexive. While Beck emphasises techno-scientific expertise, Giddens 
(1991) is more concemed with what can be termed lifestyle expertise. He discusses, 
for instance, the case of psychotherapy and counselling, as increasing numbers of 
people seek these forms of expert knowledge in attempts to resolve identity crises.
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Moreover, he suggests that psychodynamic concepts have increasingly become part of 
everyday life, both in terms of how people define themselves and identify what type 
of person they are. These forms of expertise, amongst others, are crucial in helping 
individuals to make sense of and plan their lives. They help to maintain ‘ontological 
security’, defined as “a sense of order and continuity in events” (ibid.: 243); a stable, 
psychosocial state of being. Although Beck and Giddens differ somewhat in how they 
view expertise. Beck emphasises scepticism in the lay-expert relationship, Giddens 
emphasises mutuality (Atkinson 2007; Lupton 1999), both see it as taking on an 
increased significance in terms of reflexive identity projects. Certainly, this is 
especially evident in their discussions of the socio-cultural processes inherent to 
reflexive modemity: detraditionalisation and individualisation.
The social stmctures of simple modemity, including class, family and gender, 
have been dissolved or detraditionalised (Beck 1992; Giddens 1994). This is a process 
not unique to reflexive or late modemity, but inherent to modemity from its birth: for 
instance, in the dethronement of religion and the reifying of science during the 
Enlightenment. However, this process has now been radicalised and directed inwards 
through its own rationalising logic. Thus, the application of rationality through labour 
market changes, welfarism and feminism, have disinterred the stmctural categories of 
simple modemity, rendering them “zombie categories” or subjective rhetorical 
devices rather than objective social facts (Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 2002: 203). In 
this sense Giddens contends that traditional identities and roles can only be “justified 
as having value in a universe of plural competing values” (Giddens 1994: 100). 
Hence, they become yet an- other source, rather than the source, of reflexive 
knowledge and action; a process that also produces the individualisation of identity.
Individualisation means that agency is increasingly decoupled or disembedded 
from social stmcture; in effect, this repositions the individual at the centre of social 
life and transforms the constmction of identity into a self-reflexive project (Beck 
1992; Giddens 1991). Hence, the individual is compelled to constmct her identity 
from a bricolage of detraditionalised social categories. In simple modemity these 
identity ‘projects’ were not impossible but were regarded as deviations and hence 
were not problematic to the foundations of the identity category itself (Beck, et al.
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2003). However, in reflexive or late modernity these transgressions are no longer acts 
of interpretation but ones of creation. Beck contends that
“(t)he question ‘What groups do I belong to?’ can no longer be answered 
collectively according to pre-given social patterns, but must instead be 
answered individually with reference to changed probabilities and new 
stereotypes” (Beck, et al. 2003: 24)
The individual is conscious of this creative role, of her status as a “quasi-subject”; she 
is aware that her identity boundaries are contextually constructed and experienced as 
such (Beck, et al. 2003: 25). Moreover, failing to generate these ontological 
boundaries has consequences in terms of psychic turmoil, such as confusion, anxiety 
and obsession. There can occur, according to Giddens (1991), a break in an 
individual’s ‘protective cocoon’.
Giddens (1991) suggests that periodically individuals will experience ‘fateful 
moments’ in their biographies; moments when their ontological boundaries, their 
‘protective cocoons’ are breached and taken for granted assumptions about the future 
are called into question: for example, passing an examination, discovering a 
pregnancy. In addition to stressing the importance of reflexive action to restore 
ontological security, both Beck and Giddens argue that forms of life-planning have 
become the norm. Thus, individuals take on responsibility for planning out their 
biographies, making choices that can prove to be highly consequential for the future. 
Effectively, Beck and Giddens are asserting that identities no longer ascribe a life 
trajectory; this is something that individuals must construct themselves.
The work of Beck and Giddens, particularly their ‘individualisation thesis’ 
(Brannen and Nilsen 2005), has a number of implications for the identity 
constructions of those living in contemporary societies. Firstly, it suggests that the 
locus of responsibility for this process is now placed upon the individual; an 
‘erroneous’ decision within a particular society or culture cannot be equated to 
structural factors alone, such as those associated with social class, gender or ethnicity. 
Hence, in opposition to previous epochs, inequalities manifest themselves at the level 
of agency even if they have structural origins: for example, viewing unemployment as 
a personal failure rather than a feature of political economy. Secondly, it foregrounds
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not only questions about the primacy and legitimacy of expert knowledge in the 
reflexive process of identity projects, but also of obtaining and displaying the correct 
forms of expert knowledge via lifestyle choices: for example, in the arena of 
consumption activities (Sweetman 2003). Indeed, it indicates that individuals create 
hierarchies of knowledge to manage this process at a cognitive level. Thirdly, it 
underscores the dialectical connection between local and global forces, such as 
individual identity projects and the world economy. The outcome of this dialectic is 
the destabilisation of the temporal and spatial dimensions of ontology (Lash and Urry
1994). Moreover, it has been asserted that agentic identity narratives operate 
according to subjective rather than objective temporal factors; that ‘new’ times 
interpenetrate ‘old’ times (Adam 1995; 2003).
The significance of Beck and Giddens’ work is their continuation of the 
sociological tradition of using identity as a measure of social change. Moreover, they 
utilise it to highlight the contemporary culture of risk and its effects upon the 
individual. Part of the appeal of these theories is their continuity with classical and 
modem epistemologies, while simultaneously recognising that contemporary Westem 
societies, and the everyday lives of their citizens, have been transformed by the 
intense social changes that others have utilised as evidence of post-modemity. In 
essence, they retain an Enlightenment order in a period experienced as one that is in 
crisis. However, their work has been vociferously criticised on a number of important 
points, and I will focus on those that relate to their conceptualisation of identity: 
historical inaccuracy; a limited conceptualisation of knowledge and its reflexive 
appropriation; and an oversimplified model of agency that emphasises choice over 
constraint.
Beck and Giddens’ theories are accused of being historically inaccurate 
because of their selective use of supporting evidence and disregard of counter­
evidence (Mythen 2004). The evidence they use generates an equation whereby the 
traditional is associated with ignorance and the post-traditional with reflexive 
awareness; a teleology that is centred on the erasure of naivety and the increasing 
importance of reflexive action (Adams 2003). This ignores altemative evidence 
conceming participation in early 19th Century social movements, which suggests that 
individuals reflexively constmcted their identities despite undertaking forms of class-
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based political activity (Calhoun (1995) cited in Bagguley 1999). In short, a key 
characteristic ascribed to the experience of contemporary identity constructions was 
evident in simple modemity. Furthermore, it has been asserted that by ignoring such 
specifics. Beck and Giddens replicate the worst excesses of modem sociological 
theories, in particular Eurocentrism and universalism (Alexander 1996; Mestrovic
1998). Ironically, such replication provides succour to the anti-foundational critiques 
that Beck and Giddens reject (Adams 2003; Alexander 1996).
Beck and Giddens are also accused of having a limited view of expert 
knowledge. They place too much emphasis on scientific knowledge and fail to 
account for the position of culture and community in creating, disseminating and 
challenging discourses of risk (Wynne 1996). Furthermore, their epistemic view of 
science, particularly Giddens’ suggestion that it is composed solely of propositional 
tmths, is imprecise (as exemplified by Gilbert and Mulkay 1984). It implies that lay 
knowledge is unscientific and that lay actors are at the mercy of expert systems. 
Indeed, Wynne (1996: 62) argues that the concept of the social actor proposed in 
Beck and Giddens’ work, whether her identity is ‘expert’ or ‘lay’, “recognises nothing 
of the fluidity, porosity and constmctedness” between expert-lay discourses. Thus, 
the reflexive appropriation of knowledge is culturally situated, rather than beyond 
culture. If this is correct, it has important consequences for their theorisations of 
refiexivity and its relationship with identity.
According to Lash (1994), Beck and Giddens’ conceptualisation of refiexivity 
is too limited. It is too cognitive and ignores the symbolic and aesthetic dimensions of 
refiexivity that must be considered since contemporary society is underpinned by 
information and communication stmctures. Additionally, Lash argues that Beck and 
Giddens propose an individualistic refiexivity that ignores how people maintain 
communal identifications through the sharing of signified knowledge. Certainly this is 
exemplified in two studies of young people’s health behaviours, which demonstrated 
that their reflexive judgements were embedded within local knowledge stmctures and 
collective identifications (Denscombe 2001; Lupton 1999). In both studies, young 
people evaluated information in relation to culturally situated identifications and 
understandings, rather than expert knowledge per se.
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An effect of this limited refiexivity is evident in the model of agency invoked 
by Beck and Giddens. Lash (1994: 120) asks, “just how ‘reflexive’ is it possible for a 
single mother in an urban ghetto to be?” Thus, the suggestion that agency is 
increasingly disembedded from social structure may not be a uniform feature of 
contemporary identity constructions; that is, reflexive identity projects may not be 
universal features applicable to all, but rather be delimited by structural factors, 
particularly those relating to embodied characteristics such as gender (McNay 1999). 
Therefore, regardless of the extent of individualisation, the potential for all 
individuals to transcend the limits of structural identity categories by their own 
reflexive actions continues to be shaped by ‘traditional’ notions of disempowerment, 
such as economic and social exclusion.
In addition. Lash proposes that the relationship between agency and structure 
is now qualitatively rather than quantitatively distinct, and is ‘non-linear’ (Lash 
2003). Refiexivity, in all its manifestations, has broken down the distinction between 
structure and agency altogether: “functions which were once taking place at the 
interface of institution and role are now taking place much more intensively and 
closer to the subject” (Lash 2003: 53). The result is a transition from institutions that 
govern identities to institutions that help regulate identities. Although these extensions 
appear to qualify Beck and Giddens’ notions of agency, they do not problematise the 
unitary status ascribed to the subject in their work. Indeed, in all its guises, the notion 
of a reflexive identity project is still contiguous with modernist sociology; its 
ontology is foundational (Mestrovic 1998). Put simply. Beck and Giddens require a 
unitary subject in order to maintain a linear, theoretical narrative (Adams 2003). 
Moreover, they fail to demonstrate, empirically, how people attain this stable 
ontology, especially at a micro sociological level. Beck’s discussion of ‘quasi­
subjectivity’ remains at the level of abstract theory whereby complexity is dismissed 
as “an empirical question” (Beck, et al. 2003: 26). Similarly, Giddens glosses his 
notion of ‘ontological security’ with a perfunctory discussion of habitual behaviour. 
For many, a more nuanced and empirically grounded model of identity and its 
relationship to agency, structure and reflexive action can be found in Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and the ‘logic of practice’ (Adams 2006).
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Habitus, Field and the 'Logic of Practice’
Pierre Bourdieu has attempted to transcend the division between theory and empirical 
study in sociology. In so doing, he has constituted a distinct approach to the analysis 
of social identities through his work on ‘the logic of practice’ (Bourdieu 1977; 1990; 
Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Here Bourdieu has sought to avoid dualisms between 
both objectivism and subjectivism, and agency and structure; to avoid the pitfalls of 
two theoretical approaches his work is situated against: structuralism and 
phenomenology (Throop and Murphy 2002).
Like Beck and Giddens, Bourdieu recognises the importance of social- 
historical change; for instance, he argues that distinct, differentiated fields, or 
networks of relations, emerged during the process of modemity (Jenkins 1992). 
Examples include the cultural field, the political field and the economic field. 
Additionally, Bourdieu is concemed with change as it occurs through the ‘logic of 
practice’, in terms of both stmcture and agency, within these fields. Hence, like Beck 
and Giddens, he attempts to produce a ‘synthetic’ theory that avoids reifying one or 
other. His master concept or the ‘lynchpin of his analysis’ (Throop and Murphy 2002) 
for resolving this opposition is the habitus: embodied dispositions, thoughts and 
behaviours that result from one’s location in a field, which simultaneously reproduce 
and change the field through practice. Thus, the concept apparently
“solves the Parsonian problem of social order not through the intemalization 
of norms, but through the “inculcation” of dispositions that come from being 
socialized into a culture more generally, but into a particular subordinate or 
dominant position within it” (Bohman 1999: 133).
The positions of subordination and domination that Bohman (1999) refers to are the 
result of one’s possession of different forms of capital, of which economic (financial), 
cultural (knowledge), symbolic (status) and social (relationships) are the most 
significant. The practice of seeking and maintaining a position in a field, therefore, 
involves reflexively bringing ones habitus into a ‘state of play’ with ways of attaining 
capital. Fundamentally then, the habitus is Bourdieu’s “analysis of social identity, and 
represents his attempt to theorize the ways in which the social is literally 
incorporated” (Lawler 2004: 111).
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Bourdieu demonstrates the ‘logic of practice’ in a number of empirical studies, 
especially in his analyses of the fields of education and consumption (Bourdieu 1984; 
1988; Bourdieu and de Saint Martin 1998; Bourdieu and Passeron 1979; 1990). In 
these studies, he reveals how the middle-classes seek to maintain their class position 
through practices of cultural reproduction; practices which perform symbolic violence 
on those with different habitus ’ and hence different class identities. However, in spite 
of this process of social positioning and subjection, Bourdieu has referred to the 
habitus as a “transforming machine” because it enables both individuals and social 
groups to reproduce their socially situated selves in dynamic and variable ways 
(Bourdieu 1995: 87). In short, one can manipulate one’s habitus, or move beyond it, 
in order to generate capital and change one’s position in the field. Despite this 
ostensible dynamism in his construction of the subject, his ideas have been criticised 
for a number of reasons, perhaps most obviously with reference to debates within 
class analysis and feminism.
Habitus and field have been widely adopted in the sociological analysis of 
social class; indeed, they have inculcated a ‘cultural turn’ that has reinvigorated class 
analysis and produced many significant studies (for examples see Fowler 2000; 
Savage, et al. 2004; Skeggs 1997; 2005). Where Beck and Giddens minimise the role 
still played by structural factors, such as social class, in shaping the everyday lives
and identities of social actors, Bourdieu’s concepts locate these at the centre of social
. (
life. Similarly, recent developments within feminism have seen the adoption of 
Bourdieu’s concepts, particularly his notion of habitus, as central to the creation of a 
critical social analysis of contemporary gender relations (Adkins 2002; 2004a; Fowler 
2000; Krais 2006; Lovell 2000; 2004; McNay 2004; Reay 2004). However, the 
application of Bourdieu’s work in these areas has also been critically evaluated.
It has been asserted that Bourdieu’s concepts are reductionist; all forms of 
culture are reduced to the ‘game’ of class relations (Jenkins 1992). Moreover, some 
feminists have also asserted that there is the potential for the relationship between 
gender and habitus to be collapsed to the field of class relations (Lovell 2004; McNay
1999). Nevertheless, when compared to Beck and Giddens’ individualised actors, 
Bourdieu’s culturally situated habitus does appear to recognise that structural factors 
are experienced differently depending on ones social class position (Savage 2000). To
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put it bluntly, having the right sort of habitus, both gendered and classed, may enable 
one to protect oneself from the worst excesses of risk biographies, job insecurities etc.
A second problem with Bourdieu’s work involves the issue of social change 
and the status of agency. Drawing on the work of Dreyfus and Rabinow (1995), Lisa 
Adkins (2004a) argues that although Bourdieu emphasises a dynamic field, marked by 
competition and social conflict, the relationship between habitus, field and capital 
indicates that individuals are largely trapped in their social worlds; the field is 
determining and reconstituting, thus agency appears to be limited. Therefore, despite 
his attempt to produce a dynamic theory of practice, Bourdieu seems to offer nothing 
of the sort. It has been argued that Bourdieu is largely following traditional French 
philosophers in this respect: his ontology is very much both “subject-to” and a 
“strategic subject” (Skeggs 2004: 86). However, this raises questions about the 
dubious position of motivation and action in Bourdieu’s work, in terms of the 
refiexivity of social actors.
Addressing the refiexivity of social actors is a concem for feminists who 
analyse how identities are shaped by social stmctures (Adkins 2004a). Certainly, 
Adkins notes that Bourdieu is regarded as having a situated view of refiexivity, 
located in practice, in comparison to the realist and objectivist viewpoint proposed by 
Beck and Giddens (Adkins 2004b). However, it has been suggested that Bourdieu’s 
actors are fundamentally passive; as such, he maintains a view of history as 
essentially a continuous process of replicating stmctures that are simply internalised 
by actors, something akin to Parsons’ stmctural-functionalism (Jenkins 1992). 
Therefore, when comparing Bourdieu’s social approach to that of Beck and Giddens, 
the latter are regarded as emphasising freedom, in terms of agents’ motivations and 
actions, whilst the former is regarded as emphasising constraint. If this is reworked 
into a concem with refiexivity, the type of refiexivity offered by Bourdieu is 
compromised by his implicit (and sometimes overt) characterisation of fields as a 
priori extemal and objective stmctures (Adkins 2004b). Thus, the spectre of the 
‘social dope’ haunts Bourdieu’s writing; this is especially the case in his consideration 
of the relationship between language and habitus.
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The troubled relationship between language and habitus in Bourdieu’s work 
has been specifically highlighted by Judith Butler (1999). She takes issue with his 
separation of the role of linguistic (discursive) and social practices in generating the 
habitus. Butler asserts that this produces a theory of practice that “fails to take 
account of the way in which social positions are themselves constructed through a 
more tacit operation of performativity” (ibid.: 122). Most notably, she contends, 
Bourdieu separates the ‘authority to speak’ from ‘speaking with authority’. Butler 
rejects this dualism, arguing that the misappropriation of discourse by those who 
cannot speak with authority represents the very basis of critical thought and action. 
Indeed, since subjects do not always ‘fit’ the (discursive) norm, that is there are 
always ambivalences in mimesis, a temporal and spatial location exists for change 
(Adkins 2004b). Therefore, Bourdieu fails to engage with a politics of difference. 
However, Bourdieu (2000) has refuted Butler’s criticisms of his work; in particular, 
he implies that the application of discursive formulations of identity are themselves 
forms of symbolic violence enunciated by a cultural elite upon social actors more 
generally (McNay 2004).
In this section of the chapter, I have critically considered two social 
approaches toward identity that are significant within contemporary social theory: 
Beck and Giddens’ theories of late or reflexive modemity and Bourdieu’s work on 
habitus, field and the ‘logic of practice’. From my reading, it appears that Beck and 
Giddens’ works, although useful for theorising identities in contemporary British 
society, are too general; that is, they do not take into account how social stmctures 
might still impact upon and constrain the constmction of identity. Constmcting 
reflexive identity projects may be possible for some but not all. In contrast, 
Bourdieu’s notion of habitus does recognise that identity projects are socially situated. 
However, here the social situation that individuals are already located within appears 
to be too constraining. Although Adams (2006) has argued that attempts to a create a 
hybridised form of habitus that includes a more complex notion of refiexivity is 
possible, I think it is necessary to consider altemative approaches that trouble the 
unity of identity categories themselves and call into question some of the conclusions 
produced by these social approaches. This is central to theories in the next approach 
that I have discemed: the discursive.
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2.4 Discursive identities and the trouble with difference
It is not possible, or indeed necessary, to consider all potential candidates 
incorporated under this rubric. Instead, following Hall (2000) I will discuss queer 
theory, particularly Judith Butler’s concepts of performativity and citationality, 
extending this discussion with reference to postcolonial theory, especially Homi 
Bhabha’s notion of hybridity.
Queer Theory
Queer theory represents a diverse and often contradictory body of work that takes as 
its central analytic focus the deconstruction and destabilisation of unitary identity 
categories (Green 2002; Seidman 1996). Its development can be traced through the 
theoretical legacy of Foucault, particularly his theory of discourse, together with the 
perceived failure of the lesbian and gay liberation movement to contend with the 
political ramifications evoked by the AIDS crisis (Green 2007; Rahman 2000; 
Seidman 1996). Hence, the identity of queer theory itself is evocative of a genealogy 
of crisis and transformation in theory and praxis.
Queer theorists maintain that adopting taken-for-granted categories of identity, 
whether they are considered the product of an essential biology or a process of social 
construction has the effect of obscuring differential experiences and re-affirming 
existing inequalities. Queer theorists seek to demonstrate that identities are unstable, 
fluidic fictions that are the effects of regimes of power/knowledge, which regulate 
bodies and desires (Jagose 1996; Seidman 1996; 1997).
The ‘individualisation thesis’ proposed by Beck and Giddens suggests that 
bodies and desires have increasingly been decoupled from structuring factors (Beck 
and Beck-Gemsheim 2002; Giddens 1992; 1994). Therefore, they suggest that gender 
equality and sexual egalitarianism are fundamental goals, attainable through 
negotiation and conflict resolution. However, for queer theorists such an objectivist 
focus pays negligible attention to the disciplinary power of heteronormativity: the 
ideology of sex/gender that permeates Westem societies (Rubin 1993; Sedgwick 
1993). Queer theory, certainly in its radical deconstmctionist guise (Green 2007), 
maintains that heteronormativity is a discourse that normalises and govems the 
identities that it brings into being. Thus,
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“(t)he language and law that regulates the establishment of heterosexuality as both 
an identity and an institution, both a practice and a system, is the language and 
law of defence and protection: heterosexuality secures its self-identity and shores 
up its ontological boundaries by protecting itself from what it sees as the continual 
predatory encroachments of its contaminated other, homosexuality.” (Fuss 1991: 
2)
The construction of homosexuality, as an identity categorisation, as opposed to an act, 
has been traced to the intense legal, psychological and medical classifications of the 
body that occurred in the late-19* Century (Foucault 1990; Rahman 2000; Weeks 
1989). Therefore, the failure of the ‘individualisation thesis’ to historicise sexuality 
and to recognise its disciplinary and juridical power has the effect of glossing and 
codifying a range of sexual practices and potential identities, thereby obscuring their 
performativity. Moreover, it imposes stability on this ontology in order to produce a 
grand theory of social development.
The contention that identities are performative has been explored in several 
texts by Judith Butler (1990; 1993; 1997; 2004). In “Gender Trouble”, for instance, 
Butler (1990) contends that repeated acts of signification, both linguistic and 
embodied, produce the naturalisation of gender and sexual identities, although she 
deliberately collapses this distinction. From her standpoint, identity cannot be equated 
to the performance of a pre-given subjective ‘truth’: there is “not a doing by a subject 
who might be said to pre-exist the deed” (Butler 1990: 25). In Butler’s 
conceptualisation then, all identity performances are citations of discursively 
constructed regimes, such as heteronormativity. Drawing on the work of Althusser, 
for example, she suggests that the midwife’s cry ‘It’s a Girl!’ interpellates a sexed 
subject position from which a gender and sexuality are normatively constituted and 
subjectively claimed (Butler 1993). To be a girl one is compelled to do a girl-ing, 
according to prevailing cultural norms. However, Butler’s contention also suggests 
that identities are inherently unstable:
“the very notion of “the person” is called into question by the cultural emergence 
of those “incoherent” or “discontinuous” gendered beings who appear to be 
persons but who fail to conform to the gendered norms of cultural intelligibility by 
which persons are defined” (Butler, 1990: 17).
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Indeed, these discontinuous identities subvert the very possibility that identity is 
foundational; rather, identity is always a becoming: a process that decries its own 
crisis and transition, its own incoherency. In support of this proposition, Butler 
utilises the example of drag, which she suggests evokes the parodie nature of gender 
identity, although she contends that the potential for drag to subvert heteronormativity 
is circumscribed.
Butler’s notion of performativity has been widely acclaimed and vehemently 
contested, particularly in relation to power and her distinctive reading of 
psychoanalytic theories (Benhabib 1995; Hood-Williams and Cealey-Harrison 1998; 
Prager 2004). In “Bodies that Matter” (Butler 1993), Butler clarifies her position 
against the charge that she mis-reads the physical body. Moreover, she extends her 
theorisation of performativity with reference to Derrida’s notion of the iterability, or 
citationality, of the sign; that is, a sign can be taken out of context and reapplied for 
subversive intent (Salih 2002). Butler uses the idea of citation to illustrate how the re- ; 
citation of heteronormativity inevitably opens up the possibility for its subversion. In 
so doing, Butler also contends that ‘race’ may be citational too; although aware of 
previous critiques she is careful not to prioritise sex, gender or sexuality over race b u t , 
to recognise that all are “part of a dynamic map of power in which identities are : 
constituted and/or erased, deployed and/or paralysed” (Butler 1993: 117). However, it 
has been asserted that Butler’s term ‘racialising norms’ implies that race is 
performative too (Salih 2002); a suggestion that risks the conflation of the 
visible/invisible in relation to performativity: the performance of race may be 
qualitatively different from the performance of sexuality to the extent that either are 
signified on the surface of the body. Indeed, the extent of embodied signification may 
be refracted through other frames, especially social class (Fraser 1999).
It has been argued that Butler’s focus on discourse has led her to occlude the 
historical and social location in which enunciation is practised: its historical 
materiality (Hennessy 2000). This assertion can be illustrated with reference to a 
study of the performativity of sexual identity in different spaces, wherein individuals 
sought to create a semiotic ‘fit’ between their perceptions of identity and space, 
predominantly via displays of dress (Holliday 1999). The individuals recognised that 
doing this semiotic work, in order to be a subject in a particular locale, required
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access to forms of economic capital. Hence, interpellation into subject positions is 
more complex than a linguistic act. In adopting a discursive reading of identification 
Butler, and queer theorists more generally, may promote an individuated form of 
analysis that ignores capitalist ideology, failing to attend to its social regulation of 
identity (Kirsch 2000). However, Butler’s analysis does demonstrate that identities are 
inherently political; to elaborate on their performativity is to establish “as political the 
very terms through which identity is articulated” (Butler 1990: 148). This is a 
concem of other theories within the discursive mbric, especially postcolonial theories.
Postcolonial Theories
Many of the questions raised by queer theorists, including the necessity of attending 
to the politics of difference, are analogous to those made by postcolonial theorists. A 
further point of similarity is the debt owed to Foucault’s theory of discourse (Gandhi 
1998; Loomba 1998). The influence of Foucault’s ideas within postcolonial theory is 
particularly apparent in the work of Edward Said, who conducted a genealogy of ‘the 
Orient’(Childs and Williams 1997).
Said analysed a wide range of texts and argued that ‘the Orient’ is a Westem 
constmct that is employed as a hegemonic tool. Indeed, Said argued that by creating 
an epistemology of ‘the Orient’ these texts simultaneously created an ontology based 
upon a hierarchical binary opposition between ‘self (West) and ‘Other’ (non-West) 
(Loomba 1998). Hence, the political economy of colonialism could be justified and 
mystified by the civilising logic of the coloniser’s culture. Said’s postcolonial, 
discursive reading of Orientalism suggests, like queer theory and Butler’s notion of 
performativity, that identities are not objective categories but the effects of 
disciplinary powers that occlude their own historicism. However, although Said’s 
analysis is insightful, it has been criticised for overdetermining the totalising effects 
of colonial power, for eliding differences in experience, and for downplaying the 
possibilities of resistance and agency (Loomba 1998; Childs and Williams 1997).
More recently, however, postcolonial theorists have attempted to address the 
aforementioned criticisms; in particular, Homi Bhabha has made use of the notion of 
hybridity, which he conceptualises with reference to the interstitial spaces inherent in 
discourse (Bhabha 1994). Bhabha uses the example of a reading of the English Bible
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in Delhi in the 19* Century to illustrate how colonial discourse and the 
representations of identity that it brings into existence are transformed in the process 
of reception:
“hybridity is a problematic of colonial representation and individuation that 
reverses the effects of the colonialist disavowal, so that other ‘denied’ 
knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its 
authority -  its rules of recognition.” (Bhabha 1994: 114)
Bhabha contends that it is in the transitive process of mimicry, the incomplete act of 
citation, that the ‘original’ is simultaneously reproduced and problematised. The act 
of incorporation is an act of re-interpretation. Identification always exceeds itself 
rendering the effects of power/knowledge multi-directional. Thus, Bhabha diverges 
from Said by emphasising the conjunctive effects of colonialism upon the identities of 
both the coloniser and the colonised. Indeed, he collapses the distinction between the 
two referring to them both as ‘colonial subjects’ (Bhabha 1994). Therefore, hybridity 
represents the instability of identity, since it is a site of fissure, betwixt and between 
binary opposites: it is never complete or ‘true’. However, Bhabha’s assertions have 
also been subject to several criticisms of which two are particularly salient here: 
deprecation and universalism.
Bhabha’s theory of identity hybridity, and his related discussion of colonial 
subjects, has led critics to argue that he deprecates the lived experiences of those 
‘othered’ by a violent and repressive discourse such as colonialism (Parry 1994). 
Moreover, their experiences are framed only in relation to the coloniser’s discourse. A 
similar argument is affirmed by bell hooks in her discussion of contemporary 
representations of African-American identities (hooks 1992). Hooks states that 
although ‘whiteness’ is a historical, discursive construction that is hybridised by its 
relationship to ‘blackness’, the ability to deconstruct and vocalise this relationship 
from the position of the latter remains problematic. Or as Campbell has argued 
elsewhere, there is a potential for it to “deny the ‘native’ a speaking position just as 
he/she is about to find one” (Campbell 2000: 193).
A second point of criticism concerns Bhabha’s utilisation of psychoanalytic 
theories, which inevitably universalise what may be the outcome of entirely distinct
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geopolitical and historical conditions (Loomba 1998). Indeed, this contention is 
reminiscent of the call to ‘class queer’ and indicates the danger for those who seek to 
establish praxis in difference: it may unwittingly concretise the search for a pure and 
authentic identity that pre-exists other social factors and hence may re-inscribe 
essentialism and inequality (Ahmed 1999; Fraser 1999). However, the validity of 
queer and postcolonial interventions, as examples of a discursive approach toward the 
theorisation of identity, also resides in their ability to create identity trouble and 
render existing paradigms questionable.
Implications of discursive approaches
Discursive approaches are particularly problematic for the social approaches I have 
outlined above since they challenge their normative episteme. For example, they 
indicate that the potential to be a reflexive agent is, at best, circumscribed according 
to interpellated subject positions within a web of discursive practices. Hence, 
theorising identity in relation to the cognitive appraisal of risk or trust in forms of 
knowledge, whether lay or expert, or the preconscious use of aesthetic and symbolic 
structures, inevitably re-signifies the subject within existing social and cultural 
relations of power. Similarly, realigning one’s habitus to manipulate one’s position in 
a field does nothing to destabilise or disinter the power relations within that field. 
However, although theories of reflexive modemity do recognise this problem, they 
effectively reproduce it through their uncritical deployment of universalistic identity 
categories: for example, men, women, gay men etc.
Discursive approaches are also particularly problematic for social readings of 
identity that require a unitary subject to trace historically. The suggestion made by 
Beck and Giddens, that social life is increasingly experienced as individualised anld 
risky, must begin with an ‘ideal-typical’ subject on whose embodied identity social 
stmctural transformations and crises are (re)inscribed. This is not to deny that 
Giddens, in particular, has not attempted to theorise subjectivity: for example, in his 
notion of ‘ontological security’ (Giddens 1991). However, the ramifications of 
discursive approaches are that building a general theory on such volatile foundations 
is problematic since identities are always in a state of becoming. As they are 
perpetually in transition, there can be no objective position from which to commence. 
Moreover, this concurs with the suggestion that identity cannot exist, or for that
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matter be analysed, beyond culture and has resonance with the notion of ‘imagined 
communities’ whereby national identity is achieved on the basis of a community that 
does not exist outside of the cultural imaginations of its members (Anderson 1991; 
Wynne 1996).
In taking into consideration performativity, citationality and hybridity, it is 
apparent that the sociological analysis of identity must consider its contextual 
location. This is also evident in relation to the ‘reflexive project of the self (Giddens 
1991): for example, where and when are identity projects salient? In what 
circumstances? Similarly, Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus is focused on embodied 
social practices. Where are these produced and how? However, many of the 
aforementioned concepts are invariably discussed either in relation to very specific 
examples, such as a particular text, or at the level of theoretical abstraction. Overall, 
there is a failure to address, at an empirical level, how and where individuals achieve 
identity. Indeed, it has been noted that there is a disjunction between how discursive 
theories conceptualise sexual identity and how it is experienced in individuals’ daily 
lives: as a remarkably stable entity (Edwards 1998b). Bourdieu’s theory is perhaps 
less problematic in this respect because of his focus on practice, especially as this has 
informed the work of others (see for example, Reay 1995; 2004; Savage, et al. 2004; 
Skeggs 1997; 2005). It is ironic that although Giddens also recognises this to some 
extent, his oversimplified use of ego-psychology renders it an amorphous, synthetic 
phenomenon (Craib 1998). Therefore, it is necessary to consider a further approach to 
conceptualising identity that takes the context or situation in which it is constructed 
into account; to be sure, this approach suggests that the situation and the identity 
produced are indivisible.
2.5 Situational identities and accomplishing order
I noted in the first section of this chapter that Ian Craib has argued for a situational 
approach toward identity that draws upon psychoanalytic theories, particularly as they 
are delineated in the work of Freud (Craib 1998). However, as I also noted earlier, it 
is not necessary to revert to psychoanalytic concepts in order to account for the 
significance of context and given some of the critiques associated with discursive
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approaches this might not be wise. Instead, I wish to expand upon the two approaches 
that Craib cursorily dismisses: ethnomethodology and conversation analysis.
Ethnomethodology and ‘doing identity’
Ethnomethodology is the study of the methods that people, or members, utilise to 
make sense of and order their social worlds (Attewell 1974). Ethnomethodology 
contends that when attempting to make sense members offer accounts; that is, they 
make them-selves “observable and reportable” (Garfmkel 1984: 1). Hence, their 
accounts are both reflexive and indexical, they are constitutive of and tied to the 
occasion of their use (Heritage 1984). Although this may appear to suggest that social 
life proceeds in an atomised and irregular fashion, Garfmkel argues that “there is 
order in the plenum” (Garfmkel 2002: 95). By this he means that members proceed on 
the basis that their actions, intentions and identities are understood within a given 
culture; or they will undertake repair work where this is breached. 
Ethnomethodology’s program is to describe how members achieve this order and 
therefore its orientation to identity is to examine how members accomplish their 
identities as everyday skills that are often taken-for-granted. Ethnomethodologists 
refer to these as ‘artful’ practices or accomplishments. Indeed, ethnomethodology 
adopts a radically distinct approach to the constitution and analysis of identity 
discussed thus far, as Garfinkel states:
“whereas FA studies [Formal Analytic or non-ethnomethodological studies] 
focus on surveyable populations, in Ethnomethodology the proposal is instead 
that it is the workings o f the phenomenon that exhibits among its other details 
the population that staffs it.” (Garfmkel 2002: 93, my emphasis)
Therefore, ethnomethodology, and in particular Garfmkel’s work, is oriented to 
analysing the ‘workings of the phenomenon’.
In terms of analysing the workings of identity, ethnomethodologically, this 
means viewing it as always situated. As Rawls observes “an identity can be invoked 
in other situations, but it still belongs to a specific situation” (Rawls 2006: 22). This 
does not mean that identities are not transposed between situations; rather, it means 
emphasising the importance of viewing identity constructions in situations in order to 
see how identity constructions occur as a taken-for-granted feature, a case of 
examining how members do identities within specific contexts.
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Doing identity, as an ongoing accomplishment of social life, was crucial to 
Garfinkel’s study of Agnes, an intersexed person (Garfinkel 1984). In contrast to 
forms of analysis that would seek to decontextualise Agnes’ accounts to explain them 
in relation to an external social order, such as heteronormativity, Garfinkel’s study 
was attentive to how the indexical and reflexive quality of Agnes’ accounting 
practices accomplished (heteronormative) gender from within, enabling her to ‘pass’ 
as female, for all practicable purposes. For instance, during her interviews with 
Garfinkel, Agnes revealed how she selectively glossed elements of her biography with 
ambiguities when she met new friends. Similarly, Garfinkel explains how he himself 
‘passed’ as a competent member of the psychiatric team he was working with. 
Garfinkel does not suggest that this is evidence of an a priori identity; rather, passing 
practices emerge from the situation, they are a general feature of account-ability 
rather than unique to specific populations. Thus, unlike the notion of reflexive identity 
projects, which suggest linearity and rational calculation, ethnomethodological 
approaches to doing identity emphasise the improvised quality of identities in situ, 
with no ‘time-out’. However, ethnomethodology does suggest that members’ methods 
are cross-situational; this is exemplified by the ‘documentary method of 
interpretation’ (Garfinkel 1984).
The ‘documentary method of interpretation’ refers to the process whereby an 
utterance or behaviour is understood to refer to an underlying pattern, which in turn is 
used to make sense of the utterance or behaviour: a circularity exists whereby new 
information is interpreted by recourse to past information and vice versa (Garfinkel 
1984). Therefore, in the aforementioned example, Agnes’ utterances and behaviours 
represented ‘documents’ that were to be interpreted, according to Garfinkel, in 
relation to her appearance as a ‘normal, natural female’ and likewise Agnes’ 
utterances and behaviours proceeded on this basis. Although Garfinkel’s study of 
Agnes has been subject to criticism and revision (Fenstermaker and West 2002; 
Kessler and McKenna 1978; Rogers 1992; Speer 2005; West and Zimmerman 1987; 
Zimmerman 1992) there remains a concurrence between his approach and the notion 
of the performativity of identities within discourse, which posits that agency is 
structured and circumscribed according to normative discourses (Speer 2005). 
However, through studying how and where members’ identities are achieved at the 
level of everyday experience, within situations, those adhering to this perspective
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demonstrate that identity is not ‘normotic’ but active and dynamic. Certainly, as Stevi 
Jackson has argued,
“(i)f heteronormativity and gender norms have this effect, it is because they 
circulate not only through the wider culture but also within everyday 
interpretive practices. However, while they may govern intelligibility at that 
level, meaning is not simply dictated by cultural norms, but is also negotiated 
in, and emergent from, the mundane social interaction through which each of 
us makes sense of our own and others’ gendered and sexual lives. Here the 
normative is mobilized as a condition for the intelligibility of the social, 
informing the ‘natural attitude’ (Schütz, 1972; Kessler and McKenna, 1978), 
but the intelligibility so produced is, nonetheless, a ‘practical 
accomplishment’” (Jackson 2006: 112-113).
Therefore, ethnomethodology appears to collapse the distinction between the social 
and the discursive entirely. Nowhere is this perhaps more obvious than in the 
extension of ethnomethodology in conversation analysis.
Conversation Analysis and ‘identities in talk’
Conversation analysis owes much to the pioneering work of Harvey Sacks (Sacks
1995). Since his death, conversation analysis (hereafter CA) has developed into a 
broad research program that focuses on various aspects of talk-in-interaction; these 
include: turn-taking; overlaps and pauses; and categories and their associated 
attributes and activities (Silverman 1998). In discussing the latter. Sacks echoed 
Garfinkel in noting that the sociological analysis of identity proceeds on the basis of 
applying ‘undescribed categories’ (ibid.). In particular, sociology uses these 
categories as resources to analyse social problems, such as social change or the effects 
of disciplinary power, rather than treating them as a topic in and of themselves. Thus, 
fi-om this perspective, the sociological analysis of identity should pay attention to the 
artful practices of identification used by people in their everyday lives.
Several conversation analytic texts have attended to the exploration of 
identities in talk. In one collection (edited by Antaki and Widdicombe 1998) a range 
of studies illustrate how identities are situated and produced in the here-and-now. 
They illustrate that identity is not fixed, a-historic or essential but is produced for the 
occasion of its use. McKinlay and Dunnett (1998) for instance, demonstrate how gun- 
owners can represent themselves as ‘average’ in order to subvert suggestions that they 
are dangerous. Meanwhile, Edwards (1998a) demonstrates how gendered and aged
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categories are utilised to transform social identities and social actions. Those engaged 
in undertaking a more recent subfield of conversation analysis, known as membership 
categorisation analysis (hereafter MCA), explore how identifications are invoked 
through the use of certain categories and attributes in talk (Hester and Eglin 1997; 
Lepper 2000). However, this does not mean that MCA does not consider the wider 
ramifications of categorisation. Recently, feminist researchers have applied MCA to 
explore how gendered categorisations work to affirm or contest power relationships 
(for a discussion of this work see, Speer 2005). Similarly, MCA has been applied to 
the analysis of a mass murder in order to illustrate how the killer, the mass media and 
women’s groups categorised it as an anti-feminist act regardless of whether the 
victims would have classified themselves as feminists or not (Edwards 1998a; Eglin 
and Hester 2003)
Thus, these studies and others within the ethnomethodological and 
conversation analytic tradition, demonstrate that situational approaches are 
uncompromising in their contextualising of identity; managing identity transitions are 
what members do as everyday accomplishments (Kim 2003). In this respect, 
situational approaches have implications for the social and discursive approaches that 
I have previously outlined.
Implications of situational approaches
Situational approaches, as manifested via ethnomethodology and conversation 
analysis, like the anti-foundational critique of ontology contained within discursive 
approaches, indicate that there can be no unified subject; subjectivity is fragmented 
and indexical. Indeed, membership categorisation can be regarded as the mechanism 
by which the performativity and hybridity of identities is conducted: as situated 
linguistic acts that are manifested in relation to social discourses (Baker 2000). In 
contrast to discursive approaches that trouble the ontological status of identity 
categories, situational approaches document their artful ordering, if  and when they are 
made relevant in conversation (Schegloff 1997). Hence, it has been argued that there 
is no attempt to subvert the ‘natural attitude’ that is central to the work of Butler 
(Hood-Williams and Cealey-Harrison 1998). Certainly, conversation and discourse 
analysts have ardently debated the issue of the ideological nature of identity 
categories (Billig 1999a; 1999b; Schegloff 1997; Schegloff 1999a; 1999b; Weatherall
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2000; Wetherell 1998), Should we, for instance, consider the gender of research 
participants to be consequential for the analysis unless the research participant makes 
it relevant? Whilst there is no clear answer, a number of feminist researchers have 
utilised conversation analytic techniques to explore the construction of gendered 
identity categories without rejecting a focus on wider socio-political forms of power 
(Kitzinger 2000; 2005; Weatherall 2002).
There are similarities between members’ categorisation procedures and Beck 
et al’s (2003) assertion that the experience of quasi-subjectivity is contextual yet 
stable; in effect, rather than fragmentation there is order. Paradoxically, when taken 
together these assertions imply that identity is simultaneously unstable and stable. 
Indeed, this would concur with the notion of a reflexive identity project; but it would 
suggest that it is a complex, dynamic and structured process, at the level of lived, 
everyday experience. It is also possible to view reflexive identity projects and 
ethnomethodological notions of the ‘documentary method of interpretation’ as 
similar: for example, a young person may interpret going to university in accordance 
with previous changes, such as moving from primary to secondary school. They may 
make sense of this new arena by comparing and contrasting it to previous ones. 
However, it is essential to note that if this is addressed solely through members’ 
accounts it may constitute a level of analysis that is ‘merely linguistic’. This is a 
critique that could be applied to both the discursive and situational approaches, 
especially CA, and it requires the reinstatement of the analysis of embodied 
materiality to avoid a Cartesian reification of mind (speech) over body (Burkitt 1999). 
Certainly, ethnomethodological studies focus on embodied practices rather than 
relying solely on conversation (see for example ethnomethodological studies of 
queuing and work as well as Garfinkel’s (2002) own experiments into instructed 
action).
2.6 Conclusions
In this chapter, I have outlined and critically evaluated a number of theories that 
question identity, grouping them according to three broad approaches: the social; the 
discursive; and the situational. From my review of these approaches, I will conclude 
this chapter by considering their consequences for the aim of my thesis.
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The social approach apparent in the works of Beck and Giddens draws our 
attention to how identity can be used as a barometer of social change. This approach, 
therefore, would suggest that we consider whether young people who take a Gap Year 
do so in a culture of risk and individualisation. In so doing, it suggests that they will 
seek out expert knowledge to fend off ontological insecurities. Moreover, it is 
possible to view the Gap Year as a ‘fateful moment’ when young people must make 
decisions that could be consequential in terms of their future life trajectory. However, 
the criticisms of Beck and Giddens’ work are also significant here. We might ask, 
paraphrasing Lash (1994) ‘just how reflexive is it possible for a young adult to be?’ 
This reflects the issues raised by both Lash (1994) and McNay (1999) that Beck and 
Giddens’ work is too universalistic, particularly their conception of reflexivity. 
Indeed, the ability for young people to have agency over their lives during their Gap 
Year may be highly contextual, something that I think Bourdieu’s notion of habitus 
and field can address.
I have argued that Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus appears to be grounded in 
the complexities of everyday life and perhaps avoids some of the more ‘normotic’ 
aspects of Beck and Giddens’ work. Arguably, whilst Beck and Giddens both produce 
a grand theory of historical social change that places individuals’ identities at its 
centre, Bourdieu’s work illustrates how identities are shaped and constrained within 
specific networks of relations. However, I noted that Bourdieu has been criticised for 
overemphasising the degree of constraint. From the perspective of young people 
taking a Gap Year, we must consider how much agency they have over their 
decisions; can they and do they use their Gap Year experiences in order to generate 
forms of capital and if so how do they achieve this?
Discursive approaches represent identity, or identifications, as intensely 
troubling. They are ontologically unstable and both the subject and object of regimes 
of power/knowledge. Discursive approaches highlight the problem posed to 
sociological theories that seek to assess the changing relationship between agency and 
structure through using a priori identity categories, since these are unstable and their 
meanings are never fixed; agency is immanent, emerging from the ‘cracks’ in the 
disjunctive performance, in the parody and mimicry of a cultural norm. Certainly, this 
has implications for how we view young people’s identities. I believe it suggests that
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we must question what constitutes categories like young adulthood as well as how 
young people performatively enact this categorisation.
The constitution of identity categories is also made relevant by 
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, two examples of a situational approach 
to identity. Like social and discursive approaches, situational approaches demonstrate 
that identities are transitional. However, they emphasise that this is accomplished, as a 
matter of course, as an orderly and artful practice in people’s everyday lives. In terms 
of young people who take a Gap Year, adopting this approach would mean viewing 
how young people account for their experiences as a way of doing identity work; how 
they order these accounts and how they make sense of their experiences through this 
practice.
Having reviewed the theoretical literature relating to identity in this chapter, in 
the following chapter I will address a more specific identity category relevant to 
young people who take a Gap Year: their age identities and the process of becoming 
an adult.
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Chapter Three 
Becoming Adult: stages, transitions and performativity in 
contemporary age identities
“age has the appearance of being a nice, safe 'fact', one of the few questions to 
which a 'true' answer actually exists” (Finch 1986: 13)
3.1 Introduction
This chapter extends my theoretical discussion of identity with reference to a 
frequently taken-for-granted age identification: adulthood. As the above quotation 
indicates, age is often viewed as a ‘fact’. In this chapter, I will trouble this ‘fact’ by 
focusing on the literature related to becoming an adult. I begin by trying to identify 
adulthood, considering how and when it emerged as a stage of the life course and 
whether this is changing in contemporary British society. Next, I examine transitions 
to adulthood, focusing on four key fields of transition: education, employment, 
housing and relationships. I then problematise this approach to transitions by 
considering biographical and situational approaches. Finally, I conclude that my 
review of the literature relating to adulthood suggests that rather than chronological 
age being a ‘nice safe fact’, becoming an adult suggests it is a contextual process of 
identity construction.
3.2 identifying Adulthood
If sociologists have grappled with definitions of age and ageing, they have largely 
neglected a ‘sociology of adulthood’ (Pilcher, et al. 2003) or undertaken a thorough 
consideration of what constitutes this stage of the life course. In this section I will 
consider what constitutes adulthood; firstly by considering its social, cultural and 
historical emergence; secondly by considering what attributes have been ascribed to 
adulthood in terms of norms and competences. I then discuss the notion of a 
destandardisation of the life course, considering how adulthood may have changed in 
contemporary British and other Western societies.
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The Emergence of Adulthood as a stage of the life course
Writing about the differences between childhood and adulthood, Nick Lee (2001a)
argues that a standard adulthood has given way to a more flexible and uncertain 
adulthood. Certainly, distinctions between different life course stages have not always 
been as they are in contemporary, advanced industrial, societies. In this sense, a 
standardised adulthood emerged at a specific point in history, in specific 
circumstances.
A number of writers have noted that the structuring of the life course in terms 
of temporal markers began to change from the cultural to the chronological, from the 
cyclical to the linear, during the Middle-Ages (Adam 1995; Bytheway 1995). During 
this period the cyclical stages of life that were rooted in natural or metaphysical 
phenomena were replaced by a more linear series of age stages arranged according to 
a gradual rise, pinnacle and fall which encompassed childhood, youth, adulthood and 
old age (Bytheway 1995; Cole 1992). It is therefore important to consider why this 
change came about, as well as to consider why sociology has largely ignored the 
constitution of adulthood until relatively recently (Pilcher, et al. 2003).
In a now famous dictum, Philippe Aries asserted that:
“(i)n Medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist; this is not to suggest 
that children were neglected...[instead] it corresponds to an awareness of the 
particular nature of childhood, that particular nature which distinguishes the 
child from the adult, even the young adult” (Aries 1996: 125).
“Centuries of Childhood” (Aries 1996) charted the emergence of the child, as an 
object of interest to adults, evident in their depiction in a variety of cultural artefacts, 
including secular and religious literature and art. Aries thesis is contentious and there 
have been several criticisms of his work. Firstly, Archard (1993) argues that Aries 
was guilty of a form of presentism: a figure of the contemporary world was imposed 
on history and its absence noted. Secondly, his methodology was imperfect: his use of 
iconography was selective, he sought to create a general theory from a limited sample 
and failed to consider the importance of local context (Burton 1989; Luke 1989). 
Nevertheless, despite these problems what Aries’ study does suggest is that the life 
course may have been reconfigured during the early modem period, leading not only
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to the emergence of childhood but also adulthood. Thus, like childhood, it appears 
that adulthood may also be socially and historically constructed.
Adulthood is the product of the differentiated institutions of industrial 
modernity, which chronologized the life course and carved it into distinct age 
bounded categories (Hareven 1982b; 2000; Kohli 1986). The institutionalisation of 
education, for instance, gradually removed children of all social classes from the 
workplace into the school system (Cunningham 1995); changes in employment meant 
that a period of extended youth was repositioned as a stage in between childhood and 
adulthood (Gillis 1974); whilst the institutionalisation of old-age through welfare 
policies that legislated for retirement, coupled with changes in the family meant that 
old-age become a semi-dependent stage of adulthood (Phillipson 1993). These are, of 
course, only a few factors that re-structured the life course, creating a bounded 
adulthood in the process.
Cultural transformations, such as the Reformation, transformed the social and 
cultural milieu in which the ageing process occurred, inculcating a worldview based 
on the progressive acquisition of self-knowledge and introducing a more 
individualistic, rationalist and scientific notion of maturation (Cole 1992). 
Furthermore, in all Western societies, even those dominated by Catholicism, religious 
institutions only segmented ages through their relationship with other social 
institutions (Aries 1996; Cunningham 1995; Hareven 2000). Although a causal factor 
for this transformation is difficult to identify, it has been argued that the economic and 
social order of society brought about by industrialisation had a profound effect 
(Hareven 1982a; Pilcher 1995). Whilst there have been differences regarding how this 
is experienced, in terms of gender, ethnicity and social class, the overall trend has 
been towards age homogeneity. Therefore, a key product of industrial modernity has 
been the construction of a standard adulthood.
Various factors suggest that becoming an adult has changed during modernity. 
During the early modem era, a period spanning the 16* and 17* Centuries, an 
individual’s position in the family stmcture determined age status, principally because 
leaving the natal family was not equated to attaining adulthood (Hockey and James 
2003). Demographic factors, such as high levels of both mortality and fertility.
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coupled with late marriage, meant that the majority of individuals usually left their 
natal home before their tenth birthday, which marked their entry into an extended 
stage of the life course known as youth (Gillis 1974). Indeed, male adulthood was 
only attained upon the religious ceremony of marriage and the inheritance of property 
or a trade, itself synchronised according to birth order (Grillis 1987 cited in Vincent 
1995). These factors have changed throughout the modem era, not least because of 
historical events such as intemational and global conflicts, which have caused 
discontinuities in normal transitions into adulthood (Elder 1985; 1986). However, 
considering adulthood, as an ideological constmction, also illuminates other 
processes.
The ideology of a standardised adulthood has been defined by what it is not 
(Archard 1993; Hockey and James 1993). Its boundaries have been fortified by 
processes of ‘infantilisation’ of both the young and the old (Lee 2001a). Ennew 
(1994) argues that temporal and spatial markers have been used to police these 
boundaries. Children, for instance, have their time stmctüred by adults in terms of 
school-time and play-time. Similarly, children are prohibited fi-om certain spaces and 
confined to others.
During the twentieth century, adolescence emerged as a significant period 
between childhood and adulthood. Although perceptible in Ancient Greece, the 
emergence of adolescence has been equated to both cultural and economic factors 
occurring in the late 19* Century (Dubas, et al. 2003; Kett 2003). Drawing on 
Foucauldian approaches, Lesko (1996a; 1996b) argues that the normalising of 
adolescence in the early 20* Century acted as a means of promoting social order in a 
period of intense social and economic change. For example, at the tum of the 19* 
Century, G. Stanley Hall’s ‘recapitulation theory’ objectified and scientised 
adolescence in an era characterised by profound anxiety regarding the state of 
masculinity and nationhood in America. Thus ‘recapitulation theory’ was positioned 
alongside discourses conceming gender, class and ethnicity: for example, a discourse 
that spoke of a crisis in the masculinity of white middle-class youth interacted with 
Colonial discourse on the child-like primitivism of racial others; a discourse of 
difference and inferiority. However, Lesko contends that although historically 
specific, this form of psychological discourse has served to naturalise social
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processes; it attends to specific social and historical events but has underscored them 
with a foundational (psycho)biology (Lesko 1996a).
Certainly, adolescence has been portrayed as a preparatory and protected 
period of the life course; a period of psychological ‘storm and stress’, but one that has 
an end-point in the cognitively, emotionally and morally developed adult (Erikson 
1971; Piaget 1964/1967). Additionally, old-age has been constituted as a period of 
adulthood where this end-point begins to fracture. This is evident in discourses of 
gerontology.
Broadly defined, gerontology represents the application of bio-medical and 
social policy discourses to the process of ageing (Green 1993; Powell and Biggs
2003). Its foundation, like that of psychological disciplines, was complex and related 
to a number of social practices that emerged during the 19* and 20* Centuries. 
Firstly, old age began to be subjected to the attention of medical, political, 
demographic and economic discourses; it became a target of scientific knowledge. 
Secondly, since the ageing process remained an ambiguous social and cultural 
category of meaning it required social scientific study to make it understandable. 
Hence, Green (1993) has asserted that old age is discursively constructed through 
linguistic and social practices; it is made visible as a life course space for legitimate 
scientific enquiry, which simultaneously produces normative subject positions. Thus, 
although discursively distinct, gerontology fixes old age as a stage of life akin to the 
psychologising of childhood and adolescence in psychoanalytic and developmental 
psychology.
The above review implies that a standardised adulthood emerged during the 
modem era and that it was largely defined by the exclusion of other life course 
categories that emerged during the same period, particularly childhood. However, the 
question that remains to be answered is: what attributes constituted adulthood as a 
stage of the life course?
Aside from gaining civil rights and responsibilities associated with 
chronological age (Jones 2005; Pilcher 1995; Westberg 2004), a number of 
commentators have argued that attaining independence across a range of fields, but
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particularly economic and domestic independence, is a key signifier that an individual 
is becoming an adult (Hockey and James 1993; 2003; Irwin 1995; Jones and Wallace
1992). Still other writers emphasise the significance of being responsible or 
accountable in relation to both self and others (Holdsworth and Morgan 2005; Hutson 
and Jenkins 1989; Rindfiiss 1991). The ability to control and organise one’s own time 
has also been taken as a key feature of adulthood; in part, this is because studies have 
demonstrated that children’s lives are shaped and controlled by adult conceptions and 
models of time (Ennew 1994; Francis and Hester 2004; Lesko 2001).
At a more subjective level, a number of studies have suggested that 
perceptions of age norms and roles are significant but not deterministic. In the 1960s, 
Neugarten and colleagues (1965) concluded that people emphasised the importance of 
age norms, in terms of influencing behaviours, but they considered their own attitudes 
to these norms to be more liberal than those of others. More recent studies, focusing 
exclusively on the attitudes and understandings of young people in their late teens and 
early twenties, have examined their subjective understandings of adulthood 
(Holdsworth and Morgan 2005; Jones 2005; Thomson, et al. 2004). These studies 
reported that issues of competence and maturity are significant; that is, young people 
see themselves and others as competent and mature in relation to their current 
situation. Indeed, this suggests that adulthood is contextual; being an adult in one 
context might not necessarily equate to being an adult in another. Certainly, these 
findings seem to contradict more universalistic approaches to adult competences that 
are prevalent within psychology, which emphasise cognitive abilities and 
psychosocial skills (Boden 1994; Burman 1994; Elkind 1996; Erikson 1971). 
Therefore, definitions of adulthood are problematic and largely depend on who is 
present within a given situation. That said, within sociology, adulthood has been 
problematised more recently by discussions relating to the possible destandardisation 
of the life course.
A destandardised iife course?
Increasingly, the argument has been proposed that the structure of the contemporary 
life course has become destandardised as an effect of social, economic and cultural 
changes associated with the post-modern transformation of society (Featherstone and 
Hepworth 1991; Katz 1995). As I noted in the previous chapter, some regard these as
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evidence for detraditionalisation and individualisation (Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 
2002; Giddens 1994). Additionally, widespread demographic changes within 
advanced industrial societies, including both an ageing population and delays in 
marriage and parenthood, have contributed to changes in a standard adulthood and the 
decline of chronological age as a determinate and constraining factor (Hockey and 
James 2003; Pilcher 1995)^ .^
The blurring and reversing of standard life course stages is apparent in debates 
in the sociology of childhood. Postman (1994), for instance, has postulated that 
childhood is disappearing as advances in communicative technologies erode 
traditional age markers. Lee (2001a; 2001b) argues, on the contrary, that childhood 
has not disappeared; instead, technologies have enabled children to gain greater 
independence. Certainly, the literature on transitions to adulthood suggests that it is 
more risky, uncertain and problematic that it was in previous times. Before I review 
this literature, however, I will consider three theses on the state of contemporary 
young adulthood.
The ‘arrested adulthood’ thesis is principally associated with the work of 
James Côte (Côte 2000; Côte and Allahar 1994). He asserts that the markers of 
adulthood are no longer social but psychological. Feelings of maturity and 
independence are associated with individualised experiences, rather than collective 
rituals. As such, young people who are in the process of becoming adults do so more 
slowly, with more uncertainty and at greater risks to their ontology. ‘Arrested 
adulthood’ is not a choice; it is a symptom of late modem, advanced capitalism. Côte 
(2002) argues that in order to contend with this new milieu young people are forced to 
acquire forms of ‘identity capital’; a concept he borrows from developmental and 
social psychology. This is comprised of various skills, abilities and resources that 
enable the individual to ‘fit in’ and ‘become’ in late modem institutions, which 
include academia, workplaces and adult society more generally. Like Bourdieu’s 
notion of cultural and social capital that I outlined in the previous chapter, Côte
Much o f this discussion and the evidence used to support it is heteronormative. It identifies 
becoming an adult within the key institutions of heterosexuality and ignores the diverse and important 
processes o f becoming an adult experienced by many lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered people, 
of which ‘coming out’ is a key feature.
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suggests that the acquisition of ‘identity capital’ enables the individual to position 
herself in the economic field of contemporary society.
Across many Western societies there is broad evidence to support the notion 
of ‘arrested adulthood’, especially in terms of delays in leaving the parental home 
(Holdsworth 2000; Holdsworth and Morgan 2005). Similarly, there is also evidence to 
support the notion of the role of ‘identity capital’ in the process of becoming adult 
(Côte 1996; 1997; 2002; Côte and Schwartz 2002; Oliver 2004). However, the 
‘arrested adulthood’ thesis is predominantly structural, remaining a rather general 
concept that needs empirical validation through assessing young people’s complex 
understandings of adulthood. Moreover, it has been also asserted that it is not 
‘arrested adulthood’ that is evident but ‘emerging adulthood’.
The notion of ‘emerging adulthood’, as a new stage of the life course, has been 
developed by Jeffrey Jensen Arnett (1998; 2000a; 2000b; 2004; 2006). Like Côte, he 
identifies broad demographic and social changes in late-modern Western societies as 
primarily responsible for this transformation. Between the ages of 18-25 young people 
are engaged in ''gradually making their way into adulthood” (Arnett 2000a: 477, my 
emphasis); this is a period of the life course defined by heterogeneity in terms of roles 
and normative expectations. It reflects, then, a period of identity ‘play’ as young 
people explore various activities and attributes that they associate with adulthood. 
Blatterer (2005a) suggests that this represents a personalisation of adulthood, as 
collective markers of adulthood become less effective in creating subjectivity, so 
young people redefine what it means to be an adult themselves. Indeed, Arnett (2004: 
8) suggests that emerging into adulthood is a process full of both insecurities and 
potential; it is a period that offers “unparalleled opportunities” for self transformation. 
Furthermore, it is a period of the life course in which questions of the future are 
paramount; the future may objectively be uncertain but many emerging adults are 
optimistic (Arnett 2000b).
A further suggestion in relation to an extended period of semi-dependent 
adulthood can be seen in the notion of ‘post-adolescence’ (du Bois-Reymond 1998; 
Maguire, et al. 2001). Indeed, whilst much of the debate conceming ‘arrested’ or 
‘emerging’ adulthood is general, occluding factors such as social class, gender and
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ethnicity, ‘post-adolescence’ implies that these are still important in shaping young 
people’s subjective perceptions of adulthood. These are still largely class and gender 
based (Plug, et al. 2003). Whereas working class young men and women describe 
attaining adulthood in terms of getting a job and starting a family, those in the middle- 
class describe it in terms of independence and personal development. This work 
extends criticisms of Beck’s (1992) notion of a ‘choice biography’. In effect, the 
notion of ‘post-adolescence’ is concerned to address how young people subjectively 
construct adulthoods, whilst recognising that these constructions are constrained 
within social structures.
It would appear from the literature I have reviewed above that adulthood is 
changing. Objective structures are being replaced by subjective understandings as the 
definitive means of conceptualising adulthood; old certainties are being called into 
question. However, this representation is complicated by a considerable number of 
other studies, which have examined the processes of becoming an adult, in terms of 
transitions.
3.3 Transitions to Adulthood
In an overview of the field of youth studies, MacDonald, et al (2001) note that it has 
split into two traditions since the mid-1980s: the youth cultural studies tradition and 
the transitions tradition. The former is generally equated with the work of the Centre 
for Contemporary Cultural Studies (for example Hall and Jefferson 1976; Hebdige 
1979), which has continued to be significant, although not without critical appraisal, 
in the analysis of contemporary youth cultures (see for example Bennett and Kahn- 
Harris 2004; Hodkinson and Deicke 2007). Although the youth cultural studies 
tradition is important, I will focus this review on the second tradition, the transitions 
tradition, because I am concerned with identity, in particular adult identity, as a 
process of becoming, rather than young people’s identifications with particular 
cultural groups.
The transitions tradition examines young people’s transitions to adulthood 
across a range of arenas: for example, education, employment and housing. However, 
before I consider these, I believe that two important points should be noted about the
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transitions tradition: firstly, it too has been subject to critical evaluation; secondly, a 
central theme that has emerged is the notion of individualised transitions.
The trouble with transitions
There appear to be two problems associated with the term ‘transition to adulthood’: 
the word transition and the word adulthood. Although the concept of transition has 
been a key feature of the sociology of youth since the 1970s, it has recently been 
subject to intense critical evaluation (Bynner 2001; Cohen and Ainley 2000; EGRIS 
2001; Skelton 2002; Valentine 2003). It has been asserted that contemporary 
transitions are complex (Cieslik and Pollock 2002). There are multiple pathways to 
adulthood (Shanahan 2000). Sometimes young people experience ‘yo-yo’ transitions, 
that are flexible, mutable and reversible (EGRIS 2001; Pais 2000; Walther, et al. 
2006). Furthermore, it has been suggested that previous research has occluded those 
who have been disconnected or excluded from employment (MacDonald and Marsh 
2000; 2001), as well as generalising the differing experiences of young women (Wyn 
and White 1997), those with disabilities (Monteith 2003; Wells, et al. 2003), and 
those from different geographical locations (Henderson, et al. 2007; Holdsworth and 
Morgan 2005; Kelly and Kenway 2001; Nagal and Wallace 1997; Walther, et al. 
2006). In short, the simplistic notion of a linear transition to adulthood is problematic 
and must instead be replaced by a focus on the complexity and diversity of a 
multiplicity of transitions.
Transitions to adulthood are also troublesome because they implicitly invoke 
adulthood as an end-point, reflecting a developmental and structural view of the life 
course (Evans and Furlong 1997; Miles 2000). Adulthood may have ‘ideological 
dominance’ (Hockey and James 1993) but as I have indicated in the previous section 
of this chapter, its current parameters are unclear; it is an uncertain stage of the life 
course as much as any other (Wyh and Dwyer 1999). It may appear that young people 
are ‘refusing’ to become adults, although this suggests not a deferral of adulthood but 
the construction of new adulthoods (Maguire, et al. 2001). Thus Pais (2003) has 
argued that this is an epistemological problem; that is, we should move towards a 
post-linear sociology, viewing the connections and disconnections between past, 
present and future, rather than seeking to define the future. Hence, it is not a case of 
becoming an adult that should be the focus of sociological attention, but the processes
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of becoming. Certainly, this reflects a broad move within studies of transitions to 
focus on both structure and agency (Roberts 1997) and biography (Ball, et al. 2000; 
Benson and Furstenberg 2003; Blatterer 2005b; Brannen and Nilsen 2002; Henderson, 
et al. 2007; Maguire, et al. 2001; Westberg 2004). That said, however, I do not think 
adulthood should be discarded just because it is proving to be a troublesome concept, 
especially as it is clearly a taken-for-granted category used within everyday life; 
instead, it requires a more nuanced examination, including how one becomes an adult. 
More preferable perhaps is the term ‘new adulthoods’, since this implies multiple 
subjectivities (Henderson, et al. 2007; Maguire, et al. 2001; Wyn 2004). Further, it 
may be more pertinent to examine the contexts through which these ‘new adulthoods’ 
are being negotiated, as well as examining the methods or practices by which these 
occur.
Individualised Transitions
Transitions to adulthoods are occurring against, and in relation to, profound social and 
cultural transformations that have been conceptualised as the individualisation of the 
life course (Beck 1992; 2000a; Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 1995; 2002; Giddens 1991; 
1994). Individualised transitions are characterised by both fragmentation and 
uncertainty in the social stmctures that previously constrained young people’s lives. 
Although this inculcates more choice and autonomy, it inevitably forces individuals to 
make choices. As I noted in the previous chapter, both Giddens and Beck argue that 
this means that individuals require guidance in their decisions; a host of lifestyle 
experts and, in the case of young people, counsellors and advisors abound. There 
undoubtedly is evidence for the individualisation of transitions, yet there is also 
counter-evidence that indicates that applying general theoretical concepts to complex, 
messy transitions within contemporary society is problematic (Bynner 2005; Cieslik 
and Pollock 2002; Furlong and Cartmel 1997; 2007). This is exacerbated by the 
differing approaches that have been applied. In order to assess the complexity of 
young people’s transitions, the debate has centred on a number of different fields of 
transitions^®.
I am borrowing the term from Henderson, S., Holland, J., McGrellis, S., Sharpe, S. and 
Thomson, R. 2007 Inventing Adulthoods: A Biographical Approach to Youth Transitions, London: 
Sage, who use it primarily to refer to fields within an individuals biography which can be mapped onto 
wider social fields
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3.4 Fields of transitions
Four fields of transitions that are central in the lives of young people in contemporary 
British society are education, employment, housing and relationships. These are 
pertinent to my study because, as I noted in Chapter One, I have chosen to focus on 
young people who take a pre-university Gap Year. Because I am focusing on this 
group of young people, my discussion here does not generally examine the wider 
literature conceming social exclusion, important though this is (for a discussion of 
this see MacDonald and Marsh 2001).
Education transitions from school to university
Higher Education is regarded as a significant arena for young people to improve their 
chances of social mobility, their employment prospects, their relationships with 
others, as well as being a period of self-reflection and discovery. However, the 
stmctural milieu through which young people experience transitions from school to 
university has changed considerably in the latter decades of the 20* Century, in 
Britain and many other countries in the OECD (Wyn and Dwyer 2000). The results, 
according to some, are more individualised choices in educational transitions, set 
against a policy agenda that emphasises both choice and the importance of credentials 
(ibid.).
Starting in the 1980s, governments across advanced Westem societies began 
to emphasise the importance of post-compulsory education as a means of stimulating 
their economies and producing a highly skilled workforce. This was viewed as central 
to a post-Fordist realignment of production, from forms of mass production associated 
with heavy industry to forms of flexible specialisation and a knowledge-based 
economy based on a growing service sector (Kumar 1995; Lash and Urry 1994). 
Government statistics and rhetoric give credence to the view that Higher Education 
credentials are significant to future employment prospects. For example, the 
government sponsored ‘Aimhigher’ website announces that:
“everyone has dreams and whatever your dream career, one thing is for sure - 
going into higher education (HE) to study will help make your dreams a 
reality. It will open up more possibilities than you imagined possible, and 
you’ll have the time of your life into the bargain!” (Aimhigher 2007)
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Similarly, statistics produced by the Higher Education Statistics Agency indicate that 
graduates starting salaries can be greater than those who have not gained a degree 
(HESA 2006). Hence, the implication is that more credentials will equal more 
success.
Successive British governments have attempted to introduce measures to 
encourage young people from all social backgrounds to attend university. Furlong and 
colleagues suggest that the expansion of Higher Education has, nonetheless, 
predominantly benefited the middle-classes, particularly those young people from the 
lower middle-classes who are the first members of their family to attend university 
(Furlong 2000; Furlong and Cartmel 2007; Furlong, et al. 2003). This is still the case 
when gender is accounted for: middle-class young women have benefited 
considerably from Higher Education expansion (Furlong and Cartmel 2007). 
However, although there is some evidence to suggest that young people from some of 
Britain’s minority ethnic communities have benefited from expansion, there is also 
evidence of a growing racial divide within British Higher Education (Ball, et al. 
2002b; Reay, et al. 2001).
Effectively then, studies suggest that the transition from school to university is 
unequal and still depends on social background. The ability to ‘choose’ is socially 
structured; young people from middle-class backgrounds have greater resources to 
draw upon in order to make appropriate choices (Ball, et al. 2002a), although this 
does not always mean that these students will aspire to attend universities of higher 
status (Brooks 2006). Furthermore, students who have benefited from ‘widening 
participation’ programmes, and who are more likely to come from non-traditional 
backgrounds in terms of class and ethnicity, do not necessarily acquire the cultural 
capital usually attained by university students (Redmond 2006). Indeed, others have 
suggested that some young people actively chose not to go to university, rejecting 
linear progressions in terms of educational transitions through acquiring credentials, 
opting instead for a more negotiated route into employment (Smyth 2003). In their 
biographical study of young people’s post-16 education choices. Ball and colleagues 
(2000) describe a number of young people as having ‘learning fatigue’; that is, for a 
number of reasons they rejected the discourse of lifelong learning increasingly 
prevalent within the UK. However, there is a resonance here with the problems
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associated with notions of individualisation and reflexivity that I outlined in Chapter 
Two; how far can individuals be reflexive and make choices, given their different 
social backgrounds (Lash 1994; McNay 1999). Certainly, it is interesting to note that 
both of the participants in Ball et al’s study (2000) who experienced Teaming fatigue’ 
and chose not to go to university took a Gap Year.
The evidence from the studies that I have reviewed above is important because 
of the relationship between education transitions and the transition into employment; 
a transition that has traditionally been viewed as a marker of attaining adulthood. 
Moreover, the transition into university is also a site of interest because it represents a 
position, between dependence and independence, on the route from school to 
employment. As such, the identity of university students, in terms of becoming adults, 
is significant. Although university students are legally adults, their institutionalised 
position and separation from the workforce means that they are in a liminal position 
(Scanlon, et al. 2007; Turner 1974). Since the Gap Year potentially impedes this 
transition, introducing yet another liminal period, it would appear to represent a non­
linear form of educational transition.
Employment Transitions -  part-time, full-time and employability
The transition from education into employment has traditionally been viewed as one
of the most fundamental markers of achieving adulthood, which until the early 1980s 
was relatively unproblematic (Furlong and Cartmel 2007); young people left school 
and acquired jobs with little trouble. Since the late 1970s, however, dramatic changes 
have occurred in the youth labour market. In terms of the UK, these can be 
summarised as a decline in jobs in the manufacturing sector, an associated increase in 
jobs in the service sector, attempts by successive governments to introduce forms of 
training to replace the loss of apprenticeships and an increased degree of flexibility 
and casualisation of employment (Bynner 1991; Bynner, et al. 1997; Furlong 1992; 
Furlong and Cartmel 2007; Furlong, et al. 2003). These changes are viewed as having 
significant effects on young people’s transitions to adulthood because of the potential 
restrictions they place on acquiring economic and domestic independence; certainly, 
they have altered earlier class distinctions whereby young working class people 
attained these transitions at earlier ages (Wallace 1987). Recent empirical studies have 
questioned the view that transitions to work were less problematic in the past
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(Goodwin and O'Connor 2005a; 2005b; Vickerstaff 2003), suggesting that this has 
largely been the result of a macro-level focus; in short, individual experiences have 
been occluded. Nevertheless, the everyday work experiences of young people in 
contemporary British society are ones characterised by uncertainty and competition.
The work experiences of young people who are currently attending university, 
have received less academic attention than young people who are currently not in 
education, employment or training (so-called, NEET)(Furlong and Cartmel 2007). 
However, this separation fails to examine how those in employment and education 
may be in need of support and represents a failure to address how young people 
develop ideas of future employment from working with others from different 
backgrounds (ibid.). Indeed, Dustmann and colleagues (1996) note that for many 
young people transitions from education to employment are overlapping; a singular 
transition is rare. Hence, part-time employment undertaken by young people who 
attend university is important in their transitions to adulthood because it potentially 
exposes them to different experiences and people whose lives are different from their 
own. Two forms of employment that are particularly significant to young people who 
are going to or attending university therefore are part-time employment and the 
graduate employment market.
Many young people undertake part-time employment whilst studying. 
Teenagers, for instance, undertake various forms of work whilst at school; recent 
estimates taken from a range of studies suggest the figure could be as high as 70-80% 
of 16-19 year olds (Hobbs and McKechnie 1997; Hodgson and Spours 2001; Leonard 
2002; Mizen, et al. 1999). The reasons behind this are complex, ranging from 
contributing to household funds, to having greater consumer power and working as 
part of a leisure experience (Henderson, et al. 2007; Leonard 1998). The types of 
work that are undertaken are also variable, although delivery and retail jobs are 
predominant (Henderson, et al. 2007; Hodgson and Spours 2001). Many young people 
who are considering going to university, or for that matter taking a Gap Year, are 
therefore likely to have already had some experience of working in part-time jobs. 
Indeed, UK Governments have emphasised via policy initiatives the importance of 
this form of work in encouraging the development of key ' employment skills 
(Hodgson and Spours 2001).
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For many students, the need to ‘earn and learn’ is based on financial pressure, 
especially since the introduction of student loans and tuition fees (Henderson, et al. 
2007; Moreau and Leathwood 2006). However, attaining a level of income to cover 
lifestyle and leisure costs in addition to basic subsistence has also been identified 
(Barke, et al. 2000; Christie, et al. 2001). Here parental resources can be crucial, since 
avoiding getting into debt appears to be a key concern for students across of range of 
social class backgrounds (Barke, et al. 2000; Christie and Munro 2003). Moreover, 
being financially independent is viewed as a fundamental adult competence, 
suggesting that the reasons for ‘earning and learning’ are based on factors other than 
disposable income (Christie, et al. 2001).
‘Earning and learning’ has been shown to affect how students adjust to 
university life, producing both benefits and costs (Broadbridge and Swanson 2005). 
Becoming part of the wider community in which a university is located may be 
important. Alternatively, part-time work can decrease the ability of students to 
commit to extra-curricular clubs and activities. Again, the similarities with pre­
university education should not be overlooked. Overall, however. Canny (2002) has 
noted that the trend towards flexibility in the British retail and service sectors has 
largely benefited university students. Additionally, students provide a significant 
source of labour for employers and those who recruit them emphasise that they 
provide a reliable and accommodating workforce (Barke, et al. 2000). It does seem 
apparent, however, that young people’s attitudes towards paid employment change, as 
they get older. For university students this involves considerations of the graduate 
employment market.
Evidence from a range of sources suggests that the graduate employment 
market, in the UK and Europe more generally, is characterised by a number of risks 
(Harvey, et al. 2002; Smetherham 2005; Teichler 2002). The ‘employability’ of 
graduates is relative, dependent on the demands of employers and the number of 
graduates available to fill vacancies (Brown, et al. 2003). A particular concern has 
been that graduates are ‘over-educated’ because they find themselves in jobs that do 
not make use of their qualifications. In contrast, graduates frequently undertake 
temporary employment in more suitable jobs in order to ‘boost’ their skills. Such jobs 
may provide entry routes into certain professions, academia being one example (Try
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2004). This suggests that there is a gap, or delay, between graduates gaining 
qualifications and their entry into their chosen sector of the labour market. Certainly, 
policy recommendations have been suggested to both employers and universities in 
order to resolve this issue, in terms of the provision of better support services (Rowley 
and Purcell 2001).
University students are often unaware of the complexities of the graduate 
employment market, lulled into a sense of security by the availability of flexible work 
whilst studying for their degrees (Oliver 2004). Moreover, there is an increasing need 
to develop the self in order to gain an advantageous position compared to others in the 
competition for graduate jobs (Brown, et al. 2004; Heath 2007). Brown and Hesketh 
(2004: 2) assert, for example, that “a university degree is not enough to make one 
employable as credentials do no more than permit entry into the competition for 
tough-entry jobs rather than entry into the winner’s enclosure”. Entry into these jobs, 
they argue, depends on developing a form of ‘personal capital’ whereby certain ‘soft 
skills’, such as emotional, charismatic and communitarian characteristics are 
performed. In effect, this means that students must develop themselves, in distinction 
to their peers, both before and during their time at university. They contend that 
activities which demonstrate “drive, determination and creative thinking” (ibid.: 36) 
are key resources in this competitive climate and cite Gap Year volunteering and 
travel as significant in this respect. The implication, therefore, is that the transition 
from university to employment, like the transition into Higher Education, is unequal, 
exclusive and that taking a Gap Year may affect this transition.
Much of the literature discussed so far does not attend to the biographical 
location of employment in young people’s lives. Instead, the focus is on young 
people’s structural position and what follows from it. In contrast, biographical studies 
(Ball, et al. 2000; Henderson, et al. 2007; Hodkinson, et al. 1996; Thomson, et al. 
2002; 2004) have illustrated that young people’s attitudes towards employment 
change considerably over a relatively short period of their lives. Furthermore, that 
their choices and decisions are embedded in a network of social relationships and 
obligations. These decisions are shaped by their own agency, even when it is within 
social constraints. Hence, these studies indicate support for the notion of ‘bounded 
agency’ (Evans 2002); that is, agency that enables action but which is circumscribed
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within socially structured contexts. In short, young people’s transitions to new 
adulthoods through employment practices are complex and contextualised. There is 
rarely a single, linear transition; new subjectivities emerge as a consequence 
(Fergusson, et al. 2000).
Housing Transitions -  from home of origin to home of choice?
Young people’s financial status has a direct influence on their housing transitions,
particularly their ability to attain domestic independence by leaving their home of 
origin, usually their family home. For young adults in general, the ability to leave the 
family home is mixed, related to factors such as class, gender, ethnicity, family 
background, age and nationality (Goldschneider and DaVanzo 1989; Holdsworth 
2000; 2004; Holdsworth and Elliot 2001; Schnaiberg and Goldenberg 1989; Settersten 
Jr 1998). It is also historically specific.
In the UK, evidence suggests that the age that young people leave home has 
varied considerably over time (Berrington and Murphy 1994; Heath and Cleaver 
2003). There have been periods, such as during the 17* Century, when young people 
left the parental home during their mid-teens, whilst during the 18* Century they did 
not leave until their late twenties. At the start of the 20* Century, the average age for 
leaving home was the early twenties; however, after a small decrease during the 1960s 
this figure has gradually increased. In terms of the social characteristics of this trend, 
evidence from the 1970 British Birth Cohort Survey (Ferri and Smith 1997) suggests 
that economic resources have been central; those living with parents at age 26 were 
more likely to be from disadvantaged backgrounds. In contrast, those who had 
attained degrees were more likely to be living an ‘independent lifestyle’, a period of 
relative autonomy in terms of relationships and responsibilities framed within single 
or shared households. For this group, however, leaving home is not necessarily a one- 
off event, a definitive break, but is often a process involving periods of leaving and 
returning (Jones 1995).
Unlike other young people, who are either NEET or in full-time employment, 
university students are in a liminal position in terms of housing transitions 
(Goldschneider and Goldschneider 1999). Although students’ housing transitions 
have been largely institutionalised (Heath and Cleaver 2003), they can more
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accurately be characterised as ‘living away’ from their parental home, returning 
during holidays (Jones 1987) and once they have graduated before moving into 
permanent employment (Furlong and Cartmel 2007). Moreover, their choices of 
accommodation are related to and sometimes dependent upon their family 
backgrounds (Patiniotis and Holdsworth 2005). Young people from working-class 
families are more likely to continue living in their parental home and attend a local 
university; in part, because of economic resources and the need to save money. In 
addition, middle-class students anticipate leaving home to become independent, 
working-class students do not (ibid.). Because leaving home to go to university is 
viewed as ‘normal’, this distinction becomes a marker of difference when at 
university; it represents an embodied class divide writ large (Holdsworth 2006). In 
reality, however, staying in the parental home and in one’s local area may prove to be 
fortuitous since social networks are not disrupted.
Housing transitions in young adulthood are also associated with emotions. 
Again biographical studies have illustrated how, for many young people who are in 
the process of becoming adults, the family home represents a site of security and 
belonging (Henderson, et al. 2007). Whilst this referred to family of origin, for those 
whose parents had divorced or separated during their childhood or adolescence a 
family home was expressed in terms of a future ideal, such as creating a perfect 
family home, or rejected completely in favour of creating an individualised niche for 
oneself. Emotional bonds may also be formed in peer-shared households; indeed, part 
of the appeal of living with other young adults is the potential it offers to form both 
‘families of choice’ and ‘quasi-communes’ (Heath 2004; Heath and Kenyon 2001). 
Thus, young people’s experiences of leaving their family home and setting up 
alternative households represents a key field through which to negotiate relationships 
and intimacies, both with their parents and their friends (Heath 2002).
I think that housing transitions may be particularly pertinent to young people 
who take a Gap Year. The Gap Year may be the first opportunity for young people to 
leave their family home. Similarly, it raises interesting questions about agency and 
constraint. However, housing transitions are also a significant field of transitions to 
adulthood because they are closely related to changes in relationships, with both 
parents and friends.
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Transitions in relationships with parents and friends
Changes in relationships with a parent or parents are often viewed as markers of the
transition from dependence to independence (Holdsworth and Morgan 2005). The 
commonsensical view is that being an adult is about taking responsibility and being 
independent from parents. However, it is also clear that this distinction is problematic, 
not least because parents themselves are involved in a state of tension and self­
negotiation about when they consider their offspring to be independent (Finch 1989; 
Finch and Mason 1993). In short, framing debates about dependence and 
independence within parent-child relationships in young adulthood are complex issues 
concerning power and control. Two issues are becoming independent and the 
constraining influence of class, gender and ethnicity.
Becoming independent, whether financially or in terms of housing, does not 
necessarily mean that emotional independence will be sought or gained (Jones and 
Wallace 1992). Psychological studies of adolescence, as Gillies (2000) notes, have 
been concerned to demonstrate how parents can facilitate or impede their child’s 
development into becoming a ‘responsible’ adult. Several psychosocial studies have 
suggested that difficult relationships with parents during adolescence or childhood can 
result in problematic transitions to adulthood (Kieman 1992; Lye 1996b; Lye, et al. 
1995; Umberson 1992). Meanwhile, it has been noted that increasing rates of divorce, 
together with more profound changes in the structure of families, such as the increase 
in step-families, have also impacted on how young people’s relationships with their 
parents are experienced during young adulthood (Jones and Wallace 1992). However, 
sociological studies of parent-child relationships during young adulthood have shifted 
the focus of attention away from individuals toward a consideration of the impact of 
social factors, such as class, gender and ethnicity.
The extent to which class shapes relationships within families is contentious. 
Early studies of family relationships in two different communities conducted by 
Young and Willmott (1957; 1960; 1973) suggested that social class shapes contact 
between parents and their adult children. Where young people from middle-class 
families expected to leave their local area and move away from their parents, young 
people from working-class families were more likely to be in regular, face-to-face 
contact, itself reflecting material needs related to care and support. More recently.
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however, commentators have indicated that levels of contact between parents and 
their adult children are more complex. Gillies (2003), for instance, has argued that 
middle-class children do keep in contact with their parents; it is the nature of the 
contact that is different; it is more individualised and less likely to be related to 
obligations.
In addition to expectations and obligations, class also appears to shape how 
parents conceptualise whether their child has become an adult (Brannen 1996; 
Crompton 2005) and that this is related to generational cohorts (Brannen 2006). 
Working-class parents are more likely to identify their children as adults, to recognise 
them as independent, if they have left home, gained employment and formed their 
own family or partnership. In contrast, middle-class parents are more likely to see 
these as future goals; they are more focused on how their adult children are moving 
towards these goals. Hence, they can recognise and help their offspring negotiate 
factors influencing the development of a ‘choice biography’ (du Bois-Reymond 
1998), involving variable periods of dependence and independence. Again, this may 
be particularly consequential for young people who are considering taking a Gap 
Year, not least because class shapes the types of advice and assistance that parents are 
able to give to their young adult children.
Middle-class parents are more likely to be able to give their children advice 
about their own Higher Education experiences (Jones, et al. 2004; Reay, et al. 2005). 
Similarly, Jones and Wallace (1992) suggest that parental advice about employment is 
inevitably based on self-experience and social contacts; therefore, this both reflects 
and encourages class-based stability in young people’s occupational choices. 
However, other commentators argue that young people’s relationships with their 
parents are too complex and variable to be viewed solely through the prism of class; 
whilst class shapes these relationships, they also shape class position through past 
actions: for instance, by providing forms of support during childhood (Finch and 
Mason 1993; Henderson, et al. 2007; Holdsworth and Morgan 2005).
Normative traditional gender roles and expectations still influence young 
women’s transitions to adulthood (du Bois-Reymond 1998). Gender does appear to 
affect how young women relate to their parents and how a parent’s gender interacts
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with this (Finch 1989). Although young women have traditionally been viewed in 
terms of fulfilling gendered roles within the family structure, including housework 
and care and support (Jones and Wallace 1992), Finch and Mason (1993) argue that 
young women, in general, view support from their parents as less acceptable. It has 
also been observed that young women leave their parents’ home earlier than young 
men, though this is more likely to be to form a marriage or partnership (Furlong and 
Cartmel 2007).
In relation to ethnicity, there appears to be fewer distinctions in views and 
expectations about how parent-adult child relationships will change in young 
adulthood across different ethnic groups (Finch 1989; Finch and Mason 1993; Lye 
1996a). Although some differentials have been observed between ethnic groups in 
terms of parents’ advice and preferences about jobs (Bhavnani 2006), the association 
between gender and expectations appears to be more significant.
Other sociological studies have attended to family dynamics, in terms of 
obligations and responsibilities. It has been argued that there are strong expectations 
that parents will continue to assist their adult children, if possible (Finch and Mason
1993). This may take the form of economic assistance but may also include access to 
social networks, advice and emotional support. Much of this work has been 
influenced or made reference to wider debates about processes of individualisation 
(Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 2002; Furlong and Cartmel 2007; Jones and Wallace 
1992). As I have noted above, both Giddens (1992) and Beck (1995; 2002) contend 
that relationships in general are becoming more open to negotiation, including 
relationships between parents and children. Giddens, for instance, discusses the 
growth of ‘pure relationships’ between parents and their adult children; relationships 
which are based on trust and negotiation rather than traditional roles and obligations. 
Giddens’ comments have been subject to critical appraisal (Brannen, et al. 1994; 
Jamieson 1999), in particular that they reflect a middle-class ideal and fail to consider 
how young people may be controlled by practices of intimacy, such as mutual 
disclosure (Solomon, et al. 2002). In their study of intimate talk between parents and 
their teenage children, Solomon and colleagues (ibid.) concluded that parents were 
less likely to reciprocate intimate information; a finding that provides an interesting 
addendum to the suggestion that parents continue to support their children well into
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adulthood. It implies that in exchange for forms of material support, parents expect a 
degree of emotional openness from their adult children.
Young people’s subjective perceptions of their relationship with their parents 
are also significant (Holdsworth and Morgan 2005). Being viewed as an adult by 
parents, therefore, represents a key dimension of self-transformation. What is being 
negotiated, contested and reaffirmed in these instances are boundaries, both familial 
(McKie, et al. 2005) and ontological. Young people become adults through 
renegotiating their relationship with their parents; they renegotiate their 
understandings of dependence and independence in this process. However, Gillies 
(2000: 221) has argued that “the concept of transition depends on a normative 
assumption that young people progress from a set of family relationships associated 
with childhood, to another set of family relationships associated with adulthood”. 
Therefore, whilst this may be the case, it should not be taken for granted; it must be 
demonstrated empirically, in grounded and nuanced ways.
The age of young people who take a pre-university Gap Year appears to 
represent a critical point in their lives when issues concerning relationships with 
parents may have to be repositioned or renegotiated. Additionally, as they leave 
school, their relationships with friends may also be consequential.
Studies from both psychology and sociology have often represented young 
people’s friendships as central to their sense of identity, more intimate, central to their 
leisure activities and enabling them to develop and practice relational styles that will 
be important to them as adults (Bukowski, et al. 1996; Erikson 1971; Hendry, et al. 
1993; Prager 1995; Richey and Richey 1980). Evans and Poole (1991: 207), for 
instance, typify many of these approaches when they assert “a major developmental 
life-span marker is the shift from affectional and relational support from mainly 
within the family to a peer and fidend focus”. Whilst individual choices about friends 
are significant, it has been argued that fnendships change throughout the life course 
according to age, class, gender and status distinctions (Allan 1979; Allan 1996). 
However, how far contemporary friendships are still determined in relation to these 
distinctions has been questioned.
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Those writers who adopt a late modem perspective contend that friendships 
are increasingly fluid, negotiated and important in determining the self in 
contemporary society (Bauman 2003; Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 1995; 2002; 
Giddens 1992; Pahl 1998; 2000). They act as important sources of ‘ontological 
security’ in uncertain times, which are dominated by risk. I have noted that the notion 
of a ‘pure’ friendship has been questioned. Empirical evidence conceming young 
people’s friendships both before and during their Higher Educational careers suggests 
that their friendships are sometimes highly instmmental, competitive and managed in 
very pragmatic ways (Brooks 2002; 2003; 2005). However, maintaining ‘best’ 
friendships during the course of this transition has been demonstrated to decrease 
social isolation and loneliness (Oswald and Clark 2003). In sum, it would appear that 
friendships, like relationships with parents, undergo both change and continuity 
during young people’s transitions to adulthood, in addition to helping to shape 
subjective experiences and understandings of their age status.
3.5 Situating Aduithood and the Performativity of Age
The literature that I have discussed above relates becoming an adult to a series of 
transitions in different fields in which young people are situated. From this 
perspective adulthood emerges as an effect of completing these transitions. These 
fields are essentially social stmctures and although their constitution is open to 
negotiation, the pervading view adopted within this body of work is that these 
stmctures shape and constrain how young people understand their adult identity. 
Earlier, I noted that the constitution of adulthood is problematic and that studies of 
young people’s subjective understandings of being an adult suggest it is contextual. 
Studies that adopt a biographical approach to the relationship between the stmctures 
and norms of adulthood and individual lives and actions, report that transitions to 
adulthoods are highly variable and always situated in an individual’s biography. They 
suggest, for example, that although two young people may consider going to 
university, a range of biographical details such as where they live, their family 
experiences, their experiences of school and work, their friendships will all influence 
their decision. Additionally, they assert that how young people define their adulthood 
is also situated within that individual’s biography.
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Being recognisable as an adult is an evident concern in a series of longitudinal 
qualitative studies conducted over the past decade (Henderson, et al. 2007; Thomson, 
et al. 2002; Thomson and Holland 2002; Thomson, et al. 2004). I shall refer to these 
separate studies collectively as ‘Inventing Adulthoods’. Noting that young people’s 
understandings and feelings about adulthood are highly contextualised, the ‘Inventing 
Adulthoods’ researchers assert that: “thinking of themselves as adult was related to 
their feelings of competence, and the recognition that they received for that 
competence” (Henderson, et al. 2007: 29, emphasis in original). In effect, to 
experience adulthood ontologically, one must be recognised by others as an adult. 
However, it was suggested that being recognised and feeling competent as an adult in 
one field does not necessarily equate to similar feelings of recognition and 
competence in another. For instance, an individual might be viewed as an adult by 
work colleagues but not by parents. Furthermore, these could change, in either 
direction and in different fields across time. Hence, the validity of adopting this type 
of biographical approach is the potential it offers researchers who are interested in 
tracking young people’s social positions and their subjective understandings of those 
positions through time.
The importance of temporality in ‘Inventing Adulthoods’ is evident in how the 
researchers draw upon and extend Giddens’ (1991) concepts o f ‘fateful moments’ and 
the reflexive project of the se lf , both concepts I discussed in Chapter Two. In 
‘Inventing Adulthoods’, the former was reconfigured as ‘critical moments’ since 
respondents sometimes only viewed these events as fateful in retrospect, whilst in 
addition their significance could change over time (Henderson, et al. 2007; Thomson, 
et al. 2002). Thus, the extent of an event s criticality was developed ex post facto, in 
the process of thinking and talking, or being reflexive, about it and its place in one’s 
biography. Hence, part of an individual’s ‘reflexive project of the self included 
identifying certain critical moments. I think that there are two significant points to 
note here.
First, Henderson et al are drawing on conceptions of competence very similar 
to those developed in the new sociology of childhood (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis 
1998). Here competence is also something that is not fixed or attained at a particular 
age; rather, it is established through social actions at any age. Indeed, from this
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perspective competence is achieved in specific ‘arenas of action’; a concept that 
although similar to the notion of field used in ‘Inventing Adulthoods’ is more situated 
and context specific. Arenas are spatial domains in which active displays of 
competence takes place: for example, in a school classroom, at an employment 
interview etc. In these arenas, specific capacities and capabilities are used to illustrate 
competence to a greater or lesser degree than others. It is noteworthy then that arenas 
can be institutionalised; that is, competence is manifested in relation to 
institutionalised norms, as well as social and moral orders.
It may also be the case that competence can occur in relation to ‘imagined 
arenas of action’ whereby one can discuss capacities that are perceived to be of 
importance in a specific, but imagined, context. An example of this could be 
imagining how one would cope in a job interview, what resources would be used to 
competently and successfully negotiate this event. ‘Inventing Adulthoods’ employed 
methods for analysing young people’s conceptions of their lives in the future, 
although they were configured to facilitate the identification of ‘milestones’ rather 
than competence per se. Similarly, other studies have also explored young people’s 
perceptions of their future lives. Brannen and Nilsen (2002), for example, identified 
three ideal typical models of young people’s thoughts of the future: deferment, 
adaptability and predictability. They concluded that these ‘types’ were largely age 
related; what determined whether one was a ‘deferrer’ as opposed to an ‘adapter’ 
depended upon an individual’s chronological age. In contrast, Anderson and 
colleagues have suggested that the majority of young people, from a range of social 
backgrounds, make future plans (Anderson, et al. 2005). However, what seems more 
pertinent to consider is a second significant point that is under theorised in ‘Inventing 
Adulthoods’: that young people’s talk about their future lives is doing aged identity 
work in the here and now.
The suggestion that ‘critical moments’ are identified in retrospect, as part of a 
‘reflexive project of the self, has resonance with the ethnomethodological notion of 
the ‘documentary method of interpretation’ (Garfinkel 1984) that I outlined in the 
previous chapter. Largely, the ‘Inventing Adulthoods’ researchers do not consider this 
possibility, despite suggesting that “the interviews and other research encounters 
undertaken with young people are records of these ongoing projects, shaped by the
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way that they order and reorder narratives of self’ (Henderson, et al. 2007: 20). 
Instead, they prefer to extrapolate inferences about specific sociological topics. 
Others, however, have adopted a more situated approach to the examination of young 
peoples’ aged identities. Laz (1998), for example, has argued that it is important to 
view age as something that we do, rather than something that we are. Therefore, this 
implies that age, like gender, is both performative and tied to social and moral orders.
In their discussion of young people’s experiences of leaving home, 
Holdsworth and Morgan (2005: 112) note: “the term ‘adulf (and linked terms such as 
‘mature’) are not simply descriptors of a particular stage in life but frequently contain 
positive moral force”. Earlier studies, employing qualitative interviews with young 
people and their parents, have also indicated that moral responsibilities are a key 
feature of the negotiation of parent-adult child relationships (Finch and Mason 1993). 
In performatively and contextually constructing identities, young people use these 
moral categorisations. This is evident in a number of conversation analytic studies 
where age is a key category in the talk-in-interaction.
Conducting interviews with young people about their styles of dress, 
Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995) used a broadly conversation analytic approach to 
demonstrate how youth subcultural identifications are achieved (or rejected) through 
talk. In effect, they demonstrate that rather than being fixed, binary identifications, 
membership of youth subcultures is highly pragmatic and situational. The authors 
approach owes much to the work of Sacks who I referred to in the previous chapter. 
Indeed, Sacks’ own work considers how aged identities are worked up and worked 
out through talk-in-interaction. For instance, in a discussion of ‘hotrodders’ (Sacks 
1979) he describes this as a ‘revolutionary’ category precisely because it is a category 
ascription that is constructed and policed by young people themselves. A ‘hotrodder’ 
can only be a ‘hotrodder’ if he (and this is part of the category prescription) is 
recognised as such by others. This recognition process is constructed, performatively, 
primarily through talk.
Others have drawn on conversation analysis in combination with discursive 
psychology in order to demonstrate how age and gender are used in talk to accomplish 
various strategic positions and moral categorisations (Edwards 1998a; Stokoe 2003b).
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In interviews with adults who were close to their 50* Birthdays, Nikander (2000) 
identified how using a category such as Tittle girl’ could have performative affects: it 
acted as a form of resistance to dominant discourses of ageing. Indeed, referring to an 
adult woman in such a way can be used to achieve a variety of situational effects, as 
Butler (1993; 1997) considers in her discussion of performative speech acts. Indeed, 
although Butler is not a conversation analyst, her reference to the situation through 
which the performativity of identifications takes place illustrates a point of similarity.
The performative nature of identity categories that belong to a ‘stage of life’ 
collection has been shown to provide resources for adolescents to situate their 
identities as neither children nor adults (Baker 1984). Hence, it demonstrates how 
various activities and attributes are deployed in conversation in order to perform an 
aged identity, for the purposes of that conversation. This does not mean that at other 
times the same identity will be performed; for instance, a young adult may emphasise 
their youth rather than their adultness depending on the context. The important point 
to note from this work is that age identities are not necessarily fixed deterministically, 
they are performative features that are accomplished in different contexts for the 
purposes of those contexts.
3.6 Conclusions
In this chapter I have been concerned with the period of the life course that is known 
as adulthood. I discussed the idea of adulthood as a stage of the life course, noting that 
it has recently been suggested that traditional structures of adulthood have become de­
standardised. This is particularly pertinent to young adults in contemporary society, 
who I suggested have been theorised as either ‘arrested adults’ or conversely as 
‘emerging adults’. Given my review of the literature on transitions it appears that both 
of these contentions are correct; a paradox that can be explained if one considers that 
the transitions literature is complex. It is, therefore, perhaps more accurate to view 
transitions as both linear and recursive, not ending in adulthood but enabling 
adulthoods. That said, I have discussed literature that emphasises a more situational 
and performative viewpoint. This indicates that young people who in the process of 
becoming adults still draw on categories and attributes from traditional discourses, 
although they are seen as inventing new adulthoods.
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Throughout this chapter, I have grappled with the figure of the adult, 
considering: who is an adult, what attributes constitute adulthood? I noted earlier that 
certain characteristics have been ascribed to adulthood, particularly independence, 
maturity and the development of self-confidence. I also noted that adulthood is 
discerned from the completion of transitions in a series of fields. Part of the problem 
with the transitions tradition, as I noted, is the tendency to project uniformity onto 
very different subject positions. Indeed, my reading of the literature suggests that 
structural explanations of becoming an adult are not adequate. Adulthood, or perhaps 
more accurately adulthoods, are constrained and shaped by structural factors, but they 
are also open to negotiation and are practically accomplished for the purposes in 
which they are enacted. Being an adult is more than just filling a subject position; it is 
a case of actively doing an age identity in specific Contexts, using resources that are 
available in and through those contexts. This has profound implications for young 
people who take a Gap Year because their liminal position in a range of fields means 
that they may be considered to be rejecting normative understandings of both 
transitions and adulthood. Indeed, they may be constructing new adulthoods and new 
ways of becoming.
Therefore, my review of the literature on becoming an adult can be compared 
to my review of the literature conceming identity: the issue of how young people 
become adults is a central facet of their identities. To be sure, age identity and 
adulthood are far from being a ‘nice safe fact’ (Finch 1986: 13); something that also is 
apparent in relation to the Gap Year, the subject of the following chapter.
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Chapter Four 
Studying the Gap: Theory and Research about the Gap Year 
and its associated actiyities 
4.1 Introduction
In the preceding chapters, I have examined the literatures relating to identity, age and 
adulthood. My objective in undertaking this analysis, as I have previously explained, 
follows from my research question: what, if anything, can young people’s accounts of 
taking a pre-university Gap Year tell us about the construction of their identities, 
particularly their age identities? In this chapter, I consider how the Gap Year and its 
associated activities have been studied, both theoretically and empirically, in previous 
academic research. I begin by mapping this field of research, noting a number of 
topics that previous studies have examined, including travel, education and 
employment. I then focus specifically on how some studies have conceptualised the 
Gap Year as a means of identity construction. Next, I consider the theoretical and 
methodological approaches that have previously been employed. Finally, I conclude 
that there is a significant void in the sociological analysis of the Gap Year: the 
analysis of how young people who have undertaken such an experience account for 
their experience and in so doing undertake forms of identity work related to their 
position in the life course.
4.2 Mapping the field
Academic studies that either explicitly or implicitly take the Gap Year as their object 
of study have focused on three key areas, often in conjunction with one another. 
However, in this section of the chapter I will separate these areas in order to discuss 
them more frilly. These areas are: travel; and education and employment.
Travel
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given both its historical antecedents and its contemporary 
cultural script that I discussed in Chapter One, travel undertaken during a Gap Year 
has been the overriding object of academic research and discussion. Simpson (2005)
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argues that the Gap Year has led to the ‘professionalisation’ of youth travel; that is, 
where once youth travel was viewed as a site of rebellion and ‘dropping out’ from 
society, the growth of a Gap Year Provider organisation ‘industry’ has effectively 
institutionalised this experience. Heath (2005) supports this view, arguing that Gap 
Year websites, guidebooks and support services all add to the institutionalisation of 
youth travel. Certainly, previous studies of youth travel, particularly backpacking, 
have noted a similar tendency. For instance, Cohen (1973) commenting on the figure 
of the ‘drifter’ from the 1960s, suggested that a complex infrastructure was being 
developed to serve the needs of a new type of drifter who was predominantly a 
middle-class youth avoiding the responsibilities of adulthood. More recent studies 
have supported this suggestion (Spreitzhofer 1997). Indeed, studies have indicated 
that this form of youth travel is actively encouraged by governments to aid economic 
development in a range of countries (Hampton 1998; Loker-Murphy and Pearce 
1995). To this extent, the institutionalisation of Gap Year travel has simultaneously 
‘colonised’ young people’s experiences by harnessing them to the needs of advanced 
or developing capitalism. However, it is the relationship between forms of Gap Year 
travel and notions of self-development that have caught the attention of several Gap 
Year researchers. From this work, I contend that three representations of Gap Year 
travel emerge: misplaced idealism, materialism and experiential voyaging.
Gap Year travel emerges as a form of misplaced idealism in studies of young 
people who have travelled overseas as part of organised projects or activities (Huxley 
2003; Simpson 2004a; 2004b; 2005). Here Gap Year travellers are represented as 
accepting and reproducing the messages and understandings elaborated by Gap Year 
Provider organisation discourses. These young people have idealised views about 
their role in volunteering projects and the solutions to the social problems they 
encounter, producing, indeed reproducing, existing distinctions of power and 
authority. For example, Simpson (2004b: 687) suggests that: “in apparent agreement 
with the industry, the gap year participants interviewed represented poverty as 
something that defined difference between the developed and developing world”. She 
contends that rather than actively engaging with the systemic and collective features 
of poverty, these young people emphasised how it was experienced by them as 
individuals, in terms of cultural difference. Huxley (2003) suggests that Gap Year 
travellers inevitably interact with each other, despite their efforts to seek authentic
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cultures beyond their own. This conclusion resonates with the work of MacCannell 
(1999) who, using Goffman’s notions of front and back stage, pointed to the absurdity 
and futile search for ‘knowing the other’ through travel practices.
Simpson (2004a; 2004b) is highly critical of the current discourse of Gap Year 
travel. Young people who travel during their Gap Year do not, she contends, develop 
an understanding of other cultures; instead they develop geographies of ‘us and them’, 
ensuring that Gap Year travel amounts to little more than a form of neo-colonialism. 
Additionally, she suggests that Gap Year travellers lack a questioning and rational 
approach to their own position: “students are concentrating on their own position, 
rather than that of others” (ibid: 689). Hence, rather than using Gap Year travel as a 
form of praxis, these young travellers appear overly concerned with developing them­
selves. In this sense, their Gap Year is an individualised experience.
Gap Year travel has also been represented as a form of institutional and 
political control (Heath 2005; Simpson 2005). Indeed, this suggestion resonates with a 
wider debate about the notion of active citizenship and the micro-political processes 
of governance in young people’s lives (Hall, et al. 1999). In terms of Gap Year 
travellers, it has been asserted that they are subject to a ‘normalising gaze’ of 
governance, through political policies and industry related changes (Heath 2005: 11). 
Thus, the potential for these young people to experience their Gap Year travels as a 
temporal moratorium from education, to experience independence from the 
constraints of their everyday lives, have been circumscribed. The suggestion that Gap 
Year travel is a period of ‘time-out’ from the constraints of neo-liberal, advanced 
capitalist society appears, from this perspective, to be inherently unrealistic.
Gap Year travel has also been viewed as a form of active materialism; in 
effect, travellers are portrayed as instrumentally using their Gap Year to further their 
own social position. It is postulated that those who travel overseas to engage in 
structured projects or activities can use their experiences to gain cultural and 
thereafter, economic advantages. For example, Simpson (2005: 451) notes that 
“(t)hird world travel experiences act as cultural capital, giving one something to 
display to peers and.. .a way to claim new friends”. Presumably these new friends will 
be the ‘right’ sort of friends, enabling the formation of a social network to actively
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gain material advantage. Additionally, Heath (2007) argues that recent changes in the 
labour market have increased competition for graduate jobs between sections of the 
middle-class. Credentials are no longer a guarantee of success; young people from the 
middle-classes seek to gain advantage through alternative channels, including the 
manipulation of self in the form of developing a suitable ‘personality package’ 
composed of communication skills and character traits required by employers. In 
essence, there has been a ‘commodification of the self whereby one must ensure 
future pecuniary advantages through embodied social class positioning. Indeed, Heath 
asserts that this is precisely what the Gap Year offers the middle-classes: an 
opportunity to acquire a ‘personality package’ that will sustain their class position or 
increase their chances of social mobility.
Whilst some observers have argued that contemporary travel practices are 
used to inculcate cultural capital amongst the new middle-classes (Munt 1994; Urry 
2002), the potential for Gap Year travel to be used in this way is not necessarily 
straightforward. Desforges (1998) undertook interviews with young backpackers to 
determine their ability to accumulate cultural capital and ‘bring it all back home’. He 
found that displaying and performing cultural capital associated with foreign travel is 
highly contextualised; whilst some employers and friends welcomed the stories his 
interviewees provided, conceptualising it as part of a new found confidence, others 
were more judgemental. Indeed, some interviewees reported that their employers, 
together with friends and family, were often sceptical and hostile to their stories of 
their Gap Year travel experiences. Additionally, Desforges (2000) suggests that 
stories about travel form an important aspect of self-identity, in terms of self­
development. In short, they form an important means of establishing subjectivity. 
However, I do not think that Heath’s and Desforges’ positions are antithetical; 
instead, they appear to be viewing the same phenomenon, the construction of the self, 
through different theoretical lens. In both cases. Gap Year travel is represented as a 
means of developing the self.
Gap Year travel is therefore also representative of a form of experiential 
voyaging, one that is inherently linked to the process of becoming an adult. In a study 
exploring young people’s experiences of undertaking a ten week long expedition to 
West Afirica, Beames (2004) utilised Van Gennep’s anthropological model of a ‘rite
81
of passage’. This is based upon a three-stage process of separation, transition and 
incorporation. Beames suggests that the expedition itself represented the liminal or 
transitional stage, during which individuals’ former identities are reconstructed by 
experiences and forms of social order that are different from their everyday lives. 
However, Beames notes that the process of incorporation, the final stage of the rites of 
passage model, was invariably missing from his sample. The majority of his returnees 
went directly to university after their travels and so did not return to their previous 
lives. This, he suggests, prevented them from telling adult members of their 
community about their experiences as a means of cementing their new self-identity as 
adults. It is also significant to note that in a theoretical re-interpretation of these 
findings (Pike and Beames 2007) it has also been suggested that the culture of the 
organisation implicitly limited the possibility of exposing the self to undue risks, 
thereby constraining the individual’s experiential opportunities for self-transformation 
and the extent that the liminal period could be truly liberating. The implication of this 
work is that there are limitations to applying a structural model, such as a ‘rite of 
passage’, to young people’s experiences of taking a Gap Year.
The representation of Gap Year travel as an experiential voyage has a long- 
established literature, as I discussed in Chapter One with reference to both the Grand 
Tour and tramping. More recently, young people’s experiences of backpacking, 
sometimes as part of a Gap Year, has been the object of empirical and theoretical 
attention (Elsrud 1998; Elsrud 2001; Hampton 1998; Loker-Murphy and Pearce 1995; 
Murphy 2001; Scheyvens 2002; Shulman, et al. 2006; Sorensen 2003; Spreitzhofer 
1997; Uriely, et al. 2002). Although there is debate about what constitutes this form of 
travel, backpacking is a term generally used to refer to non-institutionalised, 
independent travel characterised by a high degree of movement and autonomy from 
traditional tourist structures. Here travel is characterised as a means of escape from 
the responsibilities of everyday life and for young people this includes responsibilities 
associated with their emergent adulthood (Cohen 1973; Riley 1988). More recently, 
however, studies have suggested that backpackers across a range of continents do not 
view this activity as a permanent ‘escape’; many have established end-points and 
future career goals that they want to fulfil after travelling (Shulman, et al. 2006; 
Sorensen 2003). Indeed, this reflects a further area of Gap Year study itself: education 
and employment.
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Education and employment
The Gap Year has also been studied in terms of education and employment. Studies 
have predominantly focused on young people’s engagement with volunteering on a 
range of different overseas projects (Roberts 2004; Simpson 2004a; 2004b). Hence, 
the focus has not been on paid employment per se, although volunteers often receive 
support in terms of living costs. Moreover, a central concern for many commentators 
has been the link between forms of Gap Year employment and education.
Heath (2005) explains that new forms of accreditation for Gap Year 
volunteering, such as City and Guilds qualifications, encompass two different 
Government agendas. Firstly, they promote the idea of lifelong learning; secondly, 
they promote the notion of active citizenship. Both of these, she suggests, inevitably 
mean that Gap Year experiences are becoming subject to governance and 
individualism. Indeed, she notes:
“Within the context of an educational system that is increasingly accused of 
over-assessing pupils, it is ironic that even the year out has become subject to 
the gaze of assessment, as many young people may be motivated to take a year 
out precisely in order to take a break from the assessment regime. 
Nonetheless, the accreditation of gap-year experiences further encourages a 
highly instrumental approach to taking a year out” (Heath 2007: 95)
Moreover, and partly because of the above. Heath suggests that Gap Year experiences 
are hierarchical, with overseas volunteering considered to be the ‘gold standard’ and 
work experience in the UK being less valued (Heath 2007). Simpson (2004b) has 
also discussed the link between being employed on Gap Year volunteer projects and 
education. Noting that Gap Year Provider organisations market themselves on the 
basis that Gap Years can develop skills to improve future chances of employment 
whilst ‘doing good’, Simpson argues that a critical pedagogy of social justice is 
required. In this respect. Gap Year volunteering work would benefit both the young 
people who undertake it and the local populations where it takes place.
The links between volunteering, education and citizenship are, of course, not 
confined to the Gap Year. In a review of the literature relating to civic service, Gaskin 
(2004: vii) notes that studies indicate that young people who engage in volunteering 
projects, such as those promoted in the US via AmeriCorps, “gain significantly in
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self-esteem, skill development, educational opportunity and performance, satisfaction 
from serving, civic responsibility and tolerance of diversity”. In effect, the claim is 
made that young people develop their sense of self through taking part in these 
projects. Similarly, the concept of ‘adventure education’, which encompasses 
activities such as Outward Bound courses, has been linked to personal growth, 
particularly the development of self-confidence, and civic awareness (Hopkins and 
Putnam 1993; Nichols 2000). Certainly, it is notable that Gap Year provider 
organisations are increasingly representing their projects as able to encourage young 
people to acquire these forms of self and social development, as I noted in Chapter 
One.
It is arguable that although this volunteering is a significant part of Gap Year 
discourse, other forms of employment are less valued and less subject to study. Whilst 
there has been very little research in this area, one exception is a study undertaken by 
Duncan (2004) examining young people’s experiences of working and living in a 
Canadian ski resort. Here young people frequently blurred the boundaries between 
work and leisure; as such, their Gap Year employment formed part of a wider leisure 
experience. Indeed, this evidence suggests that Gap Year employment, of whatever 
kind, may be viewed differently by young people when compared to other forms of 
paid employment experienced at other points in their lives. As such, it is a means to 
an end rather than an end in itself. However, as Duncan notes, her conclusions were 
both preliminary and limited in terms of the vast range of employment opportunities 
that young people can undertake during their Gap Years. For instance, more 
formalised employment programs do exist, such as those organised by the Year in 
Industry group (Year in Industry 2007). Like volunteering projects, the claims made 
for these programs relate to their benefits in terms of skills and personality 
development. However, they have not been subjected to extended study by Gap Year 
researchers. Heath (2007) also notes that those who remain in the UK and undertake 
forms of paid employment, arranged by themselves rather than via a Gap Year 
provider organisation, are more likely to be in low-pay/low-status jobs. Overall, there 
remains an absence of attention paid to the working experiences of these young 
people.
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4.3 Constructing Age identities through taking a Gap Year
Much of the literature that I have discussed above contends with the suggestion that 
Gap Year experiences are a means of constructing or renegotiating identity. I have 
outlined a number of studies that specifically link Gap Year activities, such as travel, 
with becoming an adult. This is particularly apparent in Beames’ (2004) study of an 
overseas expedition, although it is interesting to note that he argues against the 
contention that this produced an explicit adult identity amongst his sample. In 
contrast. Heath (2005) suggests that the sociological analysis of the Gap Year also 
represents a frame for specifically engaging with debates about the changing character 
of adulthood in contemporary society. Here Heath is drawing on, and questioning, 
some of the theoretical concepts that I outlined in Chapter Three: those that suggest 
that young people’s transitions to adulthood are more prolonged than in previous eras. 
Heath (ibid.: 20) argues that
“gap year students by definition are arguably choosing to defer the full 
responsibilities of adulthood by yet another year”
She continues:
“whilst some may be deliberately avoiding adult responsibilities for as long as 
they can, others may assume considerable responsibility during their year out, 
or consider themselves to have developed a high level of independence and 
autonomy during their Gap Year. Indeed, they may well feel that their 
independence and autonomy is compromised, if not sacrificed, by the state of 
semi-dependency often associated with being a university student”
Heath does not study this disparity empirically, but rather provides an indication of 
research questions that others may wish to explore. It certainly appears that the Gap 
Year, as I have been arguing throughout the previous chapters, represents a significant 
frame for addressing the question of transitions to adulthood and for exploring how, if 
at all, young people accomplish their age identities. However, before I outline my 
own approach to addressing these questions, I will examine some of the theoretical 
and methodological approaches used by others.
4.4 Theoretical and Methodological Approaches
The studies that I have outlined above utilise a range of theoretical and 
methodological approaches to examine the Gap Year. The theoretical approaches
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adopted are diverse. Heath (2007) adopts a critical approach, influenced by Brown et 
al’s ‘positional conflict theory’ (Brown, et al. 2003). This enables her to have 
considerable critical insight into the structural effects of taking a Gap Year, 
particularly in terms of its potential to reproduce social inequalities and exclusion. I 
think, however, that it inevitably views young people’s identities and social actions as 
rather one-dimensional, largely determined by constraining forces beyond their 
control. Heath’s (2007) suggestion that there is a Gap Year ‘hierarchy of experiences’ 
may be valid, but her suggestion that the work experiences of those who remain in the 
UK are “likely to be poorly paid and unchallenging” (p97-98) seems to me to gloss 
what could be a complex range of subjective responses. In short, the theoretical 
approach adopted by Heath warrants more attention upon social action.
The opposite appears to be a problem in Simpson’s approach. Despite her 
insistence that she is drawing on a ‘participatory action research’ perspective in which 
respondents voices are given equal authority in examining the problem at hand 
(Simpson 2004a), her approach has the effect of over-emphasising her participant’s 
agency. Simpson holds her more critical comments for Gap Year provider 
organisations, who are accused of failing to engage with issues of global poverty and 
of advancing geographies of ‘us and them’. However, she also holds accountable the 
young people who became her research participants, as individuals, for reproducing 
structural inequalities that may be, in many respects, beyond their ability to recognise, 
act upon and change. For instance, commenting on a respondent’s suggestion that she 
did not think people in Peru minded not having televisions, Simpson (2004b: 688) 
contends:
“this statement is factually dubious.. .without discussing this with local people, 
and there was no evidence that she had, she is left merely asserting the 
assumptions she arrived in Peru with, only now with the added authority of 
‘experience’”
It appears, therefore, that Simpson’s theoretical approach leads her to impose 
subjectivities upon her research participants, all the while proposing to uncover their 
understandings. Indeed, discerning subjectivities is also an issue in Huxley’s study of 
traveller-host interactions amongst Gap Year backpackers, which draws on a 
Grounded Theory approach and MacCannell’s interactionist approach to tourism
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(MacCannell 1999). In this study, Huxley is particularly keen to explore the 
interactions between ‘travellers’ and ‘hosts’ in terms of relationships and roles. These, 
she asserts, are imbalanced because “the ‘guest’ is in a position of leisure.. .while 
‘hosts’ are working and must perform their expected duties” (ibid.: 41). Although 
noting that this is contextual, a particular problem of “tourist areas” (ibid.: 41), 
Huxley continues to use the categories of ‘traveller’ and ‘host’ as if  they are 
straightforward. In short, her theoretical approach does not enable her to problematise, 
should she wish to, the identities of those she is studying or to explore the 
complexities of their subject positions.
Finally, Beames’ (2004) use of concepts from structural anthropology 
similarly fails to engage with the identities created by his participants. To be fair, 
Beames states that he is attempting to test Van Gennep’s model by studying his 
participants. However, his strict adherence to this model seems unwarranted, ensuring 
that he fails to explore the very possibility that identity transitions, or incorporations, 
may take place in arenas other than an individual’s domestic or community 
environment.
In relation to methodology, the majority of previous studies have employed 
either qualitative or mixed methodologies. Most conducted interviews with young 
people who had taken a Gap Year (Beames 2004; Duncan 2004; Huxley 2003; 
Roberts 2004; Simpson 2004a), some of which were undertaken during periods of 
ethnographic fieldwork in overseas locations (Beames 2004; Duncan 2004; Simpson 
2004a). In terms of sampling, no single empirical study has specifically focused on 
young people taking a pre-university Gap Year. Several studies have conducted 
analysis of Gap Year provider organisation websites, texts and more general Gap 
Year guidebooks and travel-guides (Heath 2005; 2007; Simpson 2004b). Huxley 
(2003) also conducted questionnaires. The methods of analysis used to explore the 
qualitative data in the above studies have included grounded theory (Huxley 2003), 
thematic analysis (Beames 2004), content analysis (Heath 2005) and discourse 
analysis (Simpson 2004b).
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4.5 Conclusions, implications, questions
Having reviewed previous academic studies of the Gap Year and its associated 
activities, I have pinpointed a number of critical insights and omissions. First, the 
empirical studies that have been undertaken have overwhelmingly attended to Gap 
Year travel and forms of work and education associated with this travel. For example, 
they have concentrated on volunteering and backpacking, discussing the relative 
benefits and costs associated with these activities, and made suggestions for policy 
and research agendas. Certain topics appear to have been overlooked, in particular 
domestic and relationship issues related to taking a Gap Year. Similarly, the way that 
young people claim to develop themselves, as an effect of taking a Gap Year, appears 
to warrant further examination. In part, this relates to a second point about the 
theoretical and methodological approaches adopted by these studies. Although 
focusing on issues of structure and agency, they do not appear to have fully engaged 
with the complexity of young people’s Gap Year experiences and, by implication, 
their identity constructions. Indeed, my review of the literature relating to identity, 
age and transitions to adulthood, together with the Gap Year itself have a number of 
implications and issues for my study.
From reviewing the literature conceming identity, I believe that it is important 
to consider identity as transitional, performative and contextual. Although identity can 
be used to address questions of social and personal change, it is important to consider 
how identities themselves reflect discursive norms and situated practices in the 
process of their constmction. In relation to adulthood, my review suggests that 
consideration should be paid to both stmctural definitions and markers of adulthood, 
whilst maintaining an approach that examines how young people do this identity 
themselves, as an intersubjective achievement. Finally, my evaluation of previous 
studies of the Gap Year suggests that more attention should be paid to analysing how 
young people can use this phenomenon to do identity work when they are becoming 
adults. Overall, the focus of previous studies has predominantly been concerned with 
the socio-stmctural effects of taking a Gap Year.
From my review of this literature, my overarching research question is what, if 
at all, can young people’s accounts of taking a pre-university Gap Year tell us about
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how they construct their identities? Furthermore, what, if  anything, can their accounts 
tell us about their age identities, including how they conceptualise transitions to 
adulthood? In exploring these questions, I am interested in finding out what attributes 
they associate with the Gap Year, in terms of its effects upon their identities. Do they, 
for instance, reproduce the representations that I identified in Chapter One as being 
part of the ‘cultural script’ of the Gap Year? Additionally, what categories of people 
do they populate their accounts with; for example, do they make relationships with 
parents and fidends significant in their accounts? Finally, how are their accounts 
situated accomplishments; what structural and organisational features are used? In the 
following chapter, therefore, I will outline the analytic perspective that I have adopted 
in order to address these questions.
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Chapter Five 
Developing an Analytic Perspective 
5.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I outlined the research questions that I had developed through 
undertaking my literature review. In this chapter, I will describe the analytic 
perspective that I developed in order to consider these questions through the empirical 
component of my thesis. My analytic perspective draws upon the idea of ‘bridging’ 
ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and Foucauldian discourse studies (Miller 
1997; Miller and Fox 2004). I will explain in detail how I developed this perspective. 
First, I explain why I have chosen to use qualitative research methods. Secondly, I 
discuss the notion of ‘bridging’ the three distinct analytic perspectives noted above, 
which it has been argued encourages interpretive insight in qualitative research (ibid.). 
Subsequently, I explain how and why I have drawn upon membership categorisation 
analysis (MCA) and other features of conversation and discourse analysis to develop a 
mode of analysis and a particular analytic sensibility. Indeed, in the following chapter, 
as well as discussing how I applied this mode of analysis, I also discuss more general 
aspects of my methodology.
5.2 Qualitative Analysis
Qualitative research is concerned largely with examining the co-production of 
meaning (Schwandt 1994). According to Mason (2002: 3) qualitative analysis 
involves attention to “how the social world is interpreted, understood, experienced, 
produced or constituted”. It uses methods that are “sensitive to the social context in 
which the data are produced”. It seeks to “produce rounded and contextual 
understandings on the basis of rich, nuanced and detailed data”. In effect, to approach 
social reality “as the result of meanings and contexts that are jointly created in social 
interaction” (Flick, et al. 2004: 6). Therefore, qualitative analysis means that the 
researcher must be attuned to the examination of these meanings and contexts by the 
use of a variety of different methods.
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Qualitative research has been utilised by a wide range of theoretical 
perspectives and has sometimes “become a terrain on which diverse schools of social 
theory have fought their mock battles” (Silverman 2004: 2). These include positivism, 
feminism, Marxism, interpretivism, constructionism, phenomenology and 
postmodernism (Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Mason 2002). Notwithstanding this
I
foundational cosmopolitanism, or the extent to which many of these perspectives 
overlap, the argument has been made that qualitative research methods offer the 
possibility of ‘bridging’ a number of discreet perspectives in order to facilitate 
analytic dialogue as opposed to creating grand theories, or to multiply their respective 
strengths and/or limitations (Miller 1997; Miller and Fox 2004).
5.3 Bridging to encourage interpretive insight
Harding (1987: 161) defines methodology as “a theory and analysis of how research 
does or should proceed”. Included in this definition, therefore, is the development of 
■ an analytic perspective. ‘Bridging’ is a particular approach to developing an analytic 
perspective that aims to encourage “interpretive insight, particularly into the ways in 
which meaning is implicated in...everyday lives and activities” (Miller 1997: 25).
Miller (1997) suggests that ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and 
Foucauldian discourse studies are particularly suitable for ‘bridging’ within 
qualitative research because they share several areas of complementarity. Firstly, they 
share a “dual concern for the situational and transsituational aspects of discourse and 
language use [which] distinguishes these approaches from other orientations to 
qualitative research” (ibid.: 38). Each perspective, therefore, encourages qualitative 
researchers to focus their analytic attention on the social construction of meaning 
within and between contexts as a part of the wider construction of social realities. 
Secondly, they are particularly concerned with a focus on agency and constraint. 
Whilst it may appear that ethnomethodology and conversation analysis are 
predominantly concerned with agency and Foucauldian discourse studies with 
constraint. Miller (1997) argues that the issue is more complex. From my viewpoint, 
the appeal of using this approach is that it retains a detailed focus on the minutiae of 
talk, whilst offering the potential to link this analysis to wider issues of social order, 
change and reproduction. As I have explained, my interest in young people’s accounts
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of taking a Gap Year is concerned with investigating how they use these experiences 
to perform identities, while remaining attuned to the social and cultural milieu that 
these practices are embedded within. However, before I employ this approach, I 
believe that a more nuanced consideration of what it entails is required.
Bridging the three specific perspectives identified above inevitably requires a 
detailed and careful consideration of the complexity of the complementarity between 
them. Miller (1997) does attend to this; however, I wish to explore it in more detail in 
order to be certain of its legitimacy. Therefore, I will examine the following: each 
perspective’s theoretical antecedents; their respective levels of analysis; and how each 
has respecified social scientific research.
Ethnomethodology and conversation analysis were both part of the response of 
post-World War Two, North American social science to the problem of social order 
and meanings (Rawls 2002; Silverman 1998). In contrast, Foucault’s most influential 
work was, in part, a philosophical response to issues of freedom and power set against 
the backdrop of French post-colonialism and a disaffection with French Communist 
Party politics (O'Farrell 1989). However, despite this apparent diversity, two of the 
twentieth century’s most pervasive social theoretical movements, structuralism and 
phenomenology, profoundly influenced the development of all three perspectives.
Ethnomethodology grew out of Garfinkel’s rejection of Parsons’ variant of 
structural-functionalism and his appropriation and critical extension of aspects of 
phenomenology as delineated by Schütz, Gurwitsch and Merleau-Ponty (Attewell 
1974; Garfinkel 2002; Heritage 1984). Similarly, Sacks’ development of conversation 
analysis was based on a rejection of structural linguistics, together with his 
appropriation of phenomenological concerns with meaning and context, garnered via 
his association with Garfinkel (Silverman 1998). Meanwhile, Foucault’s engagement 
with structuralism and phenomenology involved a utilisation and rejection of both, 
particularly in the direction his work assumed on the genealogy of power (Dreyfus 
and Rabinow 1982). Therefore, a key area of complementarity between these 
perspectives is their relationship to these theoretical antecedents, a relationship that is 
nonetheless seemingly complicated by their respective levels of analysis.
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Miller (1997; Miller and Fox 2004) rejects the contention that their respective 
levels of analysis are antithetical. Thus, the suggestion that Foucauldian discourse 
studies are associated with a macro-historical view of society in contrast to the micro 
focus of the others is erroneous. However, it is important to extend this discussion 
with reference to each perspective’s rejection of an agency/structure dualism.
Ethnomethodology has consistently been mis-conceptualised as a form of 
micro-sociology that ignores the analysis of social structure (Rawls 2002). A 
misconception that has allowed assertions such as: “[ethnomethodology represents] a 
massive cop-out, a determined refusal to undertake research that would indicate the 
extent to which our lives are affected by the socioeconomic context in which they are 
embedded” (Coser 1975: 698). This criticism is misplaced since ethnomethodology 
regards all action as social action, it conceptualises agency and structure as indivisible 
in members’ methods. Moreover, members’ accounts of their actions are 
simultaneously constitutive of those actions: they are reflexive, with no ‘time-out’ 
(Garfinkel 1984). To this extent structure is ubiquitous in everyday practices 
(Cicourel 1981). In terms of ethnomethodological studies, these illustrate how 
structure and agency are negotiated and transformed in diverse contexts as local 
accomplishments, as structure-in-interaction (Wilson 1991; Zimmerman and Boden 
1991). However, recognising structure in action is not necessarily akin to the analysis 
of the historical and political dimensions of social action; thus, ethnomethodology has 
been charged with promoting an “ideology of conservatism” (Gleeson and Erben 
1976: 474) that limits the emancipatory potential of sociological analysis.
Foucault too rejects an agency/structure dualism, which is particularly evident 
in his discussion of the relationship between discursive practices and social bodies, 
both individual and institutional (Lopez and Scott 2000). Discursive practices, as the 
manifestations of power/knowledge, organise the form that these bodies take in each 
historical epoch. To suggest that structure determines action, or vice versa, is a 
misnomer: agency and structure are the effects of historically contingent forms of 
power/knowledge. Although Foucault stands accused of the critical charge of 
determinism and disempowerment (Walsh 1998), his discussion of ‘practices of the 
self and ‘arts of existence’, appears to indicate that resistance to dominant discourses 
is possible through the cultivation of certain forms of social action (Foucault 1986).
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Despite this Foucault has been criticised for proposing an individualistic rather than 
relational form of social action that does not discriminate between degrees of volition, 
a particular concern to feminist critics (McNay 1992; Smart 1999). Similarly, his 
conception of agency appears to be humanistic and therefore appears to he at odds 
with his ontology of discourse: Foucault’s ‘practices of the self are based on forms of 
subjective intent (Fox 1998).
The extent to which each of these perspectives is able to resolve (or would 
seek to resolve) the issue of agency/structure within sociological analysis is 
questionable. To be fair, none of the perspectives has sought to produce a totalising 
theory; each has had specific empirical goals. This is not to suggest that all three 
perspectives share the same positionality. Foucault is clearly more interested in the 
historical ebb and flow of discursive practice, whilst ethnomethodology and 
conversation analysis attend to practices as taken-for-granted features of everyday 
life. However, when ‘bridged’ together, these perspectives do appear to offer 
researchers a means of analysing how discursive practices are enacted and reproduced 
in everyday talk. Certainly, this has been noted by a number of ethnomethodologists 
and conversation analysts (Baker 2000; Speer 2005). From my own perspective, this 
is especially significant because the way young people talk about their Gap Year may 
both reproduce and subvert existing discourses concerning age, identity and the Gap 
Year itself, amongst other things. I will outline the mode of analysis that I have 
deployed in the following section of this chapter.
Finally, all three perspectives are complimentary because they have 
respecified the foundational tenets of the social/human sciences, including: logic, 
theory, method, epistemology, and language (Button 1991; Dean 1998; Potter 1996). 
In particular, they have radicalised two tenets central to qualitative research: facts and 
voices.
Factuality, or the social construction of meaning, is an empirical concern of 
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis; that is, both methodically examine how 
facts are produced (Francis and Hester 2004; Potter 1996). As I noted in Chapter Two, 
Garfinkel’s explication of the ‘documentary method of interpretation’ illustrates how 
members construct meanings in a retro-prospective manner, constantly re-examining
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and revising information in the on-going course of everyday interactions (Garfinkel 
1984). Hence, the production of ‘facts’ is a member’s accomplishment. Similarly, the 
conversation analytic focus on the organisation of naturally occurring talk 
demonstrates that meanings are ‘worked up’; they are contested, affirmed or rejected 
as part of the interaction, using linguistic competences such as turn-taking and other 
sequential and semantic features (Sacks 1995; Sacks, et al. 1974).
For ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts alike, the outcome of such 
a standpoint is intensely problematic for social scientific research that seeks objective 
social facts, since the latter uses language as a resource to uncover an underlying 
reality, rather than treating it as a topic in its own right (Sacks 1963/1990; 
Zimmerman and Pollner 1970/1990). Indeed, social science has traditionally sought 
to overcome the problems of the context-specificity of language, its indexicality, by 
designing more ‘rigorous’ measures; measures that, it has been argued, obscure rather 
than confound the issue (Cicourel 1964).
Ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts have sought to resolve this 
problem by focusing on the methods of producing naturally occurring talk or actions 
in specific settings (Kitzinger 2005; Malone 1997; Perakyla and Vehvilainen 2003; 
Zimmerman and Boden 1991). Moreover, from an ethnomethodological perspective 
‘knowledge’ is itself a practical accomplishment: “(e)thnomethodology prefers to 
look into the ways...[members] encounter their phenomena, to examine the ways in 
which they ‘come upon these’ in the course of their investigations” (Sharrock and 
Anderson 1991: 74). Therefore, since members establish facts in situ, any form of 
social scientific research that infers meanings rather than investigating how meanings 
are produced remains questionable.
A concern with the production of facts can also be found in Foucault’s work, 
principally in his studies of madness, medicine, the human sciences, punishment and 
sexuality (1967/2002; 1970; 1973; 1977; 1985; 1986; 1990). Implicit throughout these 
studies is an orientation to social scientific research based on a profound suspicion. 
His studies demonstrate that the technologies employed to establish facts are 
themselves implicated in the production of ‘regimes of truth’: in forms of control or 
governance; the two most obvious examples being observation and categorisation in
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institutional documents and settings (Foucault 1973; 1977). However, Foucault does 
not question these claims to factuality in their own terms; he is not concerned with 
their epistemological status but with documenting their ontological effects (Dreyfus 
and Rabinow 1982). He is concerned, therefore, with the methodical construction of 
facts for specific purposes. Indeed, by considering questions of fact production, all 
three perspectives have attended to the notion of ‘voice’ within social scientific 
research.
The ethnomethodological and conversation analytic maxim that social 
interaction proceeds by the production of accounts has important ramifications for 
social scientific research that relies on voice: interviews (Baker 1997a; 2002). Many 
forms of social scientific research use interviews to elicit knowledge about categories: 
for example, qualitative researchers may interview participants because they represent 
a particular type of person. Hence, the interview is conceptualised as a means of 
uncovering the social reality of the subject. Furthermore, interviewing is treated as a 
skill that can be acquired through professional practice (Fontana and Frey 1998). 
However, fi*om an ethnomethodological perspective interviews should not be treated 
as simply ‘fact eliciting’ exercises; rather, they are active settings for doing social 
facts and displaying social competence (Antaki and Widdicombe 1998; Baker 1997a; 
1997b).
The issue of ‘voice’ is also fundamental to Foucauldian discourse studies 
(Potter 1997). Foucault noted that vocality is dependent upon one’s location in a 
discursive formation or field (Foucault 1972); who can speak, on what topic and how 
are governed by discursive rules: for example, medical and psychoanalytic discourses 
delineate speaking subjects (doctors/psychiatrists) and listening subjects 
(patients/clients) together with an appropriate population of objects (diseases). Those 
who have critically extended Foucault’s work, such as Judith Butler (1993; 1997), 
also draw attention to the notion of who speaks, in what name and in what authority. 
Therefore, fi-om such a perspective, vocality is a manifestation of relations of 
power/knowledge; effectively, social scientific uses of vocality, such as interviews, 
are not exempt.
96
The consequences of taking the issues raised about ‘facts’ and ‘voice’ into 
consideration for my own research must not be underestimated. In order to develop 
and implement this analytic perspective, I realised that I would need to develop my 
methodology in accordance with these issues. Previous research that has attempted to 
‘bridge’ the three perspectives that I have discussed has produced several different 
methodological forms all of which have implications for how researchers could 
conduct a study of the Gap Year.
Miller (1997) suggests undertaking ‘ethnographies of institutional discourse’, 
which focus on a specific phenomenon, in situ. These studies analyse how a 
phenomenon is constructed, using methods and discursive practices that are both 
specific to the context in which they are situated, whilst drawing upon wider 
resources: for example, doctor-patient interactions. Undertaking this in relation to the 
Gap Year could be productive if focusing on Gap Year Provider organisations. 
Interactions between Gap Year provider organisation staff and their clients could be 
observed and analysed.
Similarly, Brownlie (2004) has applied Foucault’s concepts of 
‘subjectification’ and ‘strategies of governance’ through tracing these in the talk-in- 
interaction of specific therapeutic settings. In relating this to the Gap Year, I think it 
could also inform an ethnography similar to the one I noted above.
Finally, Laurier and Philo (2004) have cautioned against becoming immersed 
in methodological abstractions; instead, they suggest undertaking 
‘ ethnoarchaeologies ’ whereby researchers encounter and immerse themselves in a 
phenomenon. A Gap Year study employing this approach could perhaps trace the 
emergence of the Gap Year across a range of different media over a historical period.
Although all of the above appear to be eminently worthwhile and interesting, 
my own research questions are focused on practices of accounting and its 
relationships to identity. In the following section, I describe two methodological 
implications of the above discussion for my own research: interviews as accounts and 
developing a mode of analysis.
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5.4 Interviews as Accounts
According to Holstein and Gubrium (1995) qualitative research interviews are 
traditionally viewed as a means of transmitting knowledge from a research participant 
to a researcher; a means of uncovering the ‘facts’ about a particular topic, which are 
then analysed to represent and critically engage with this knowledge. I noted above 
that the three perspectives that I have drawn upon to develop my own analytic 
perspective all trouble the notions of ‘facts’ and ‘voice’ in social scientific research. 
Consequently, they have focused attention upon the act and activity of interviewing. 
Indeed, Baker has asserted that interviews should not be treated as artificial 
environments through which social reality can be gleaned; rather, the interview is
“a place in the world .as ‘real’ as any other, and where the participants 
undertake conversational interaction using resources recruited from their 
memberships of other settings” ...[where] “members use interactional and 
interpretive resources to build versions of social reality and create and sustain 
a sense of social order” (Baker 2002: 777-778)
Similarly, in developing their notion of the ‘active interview’, Holstein and Gubrium 
(1995: 16) suggest that the interview is an “interpersonal drama” whereby 
“respondent and interviewer ...articulate ongoing interpretive structures, resources 
and orientations”; furthermore, “those resources are astutely and adroitly crafted to 
the demands of the occasion, so that meaning is neither predetermined nor absolutely 
unique”. Therefore, interviews represent specific occasions that create and reconstruct 
social realities; these are particular to that occasion, but they also reflect wider social 
and moral orders. As Baker (2002: 781) has argued, interviews enable the production 
of accounts whereby “participants engage in explaining, attributing, justifying, 
describing, and otherwise finding possible sense or orderliness in the various events, 
people, places and course of action they talk about”. I conceptualise interviews, 
therefore, as ‘discursive spaces’ that enable the co-production of accounts about a 
phenomenon of interest, in this instance the Gap Year and its relationship to identity. 
The orderliness of an account of the Gap Year is constituted through talk-in- 
interaction and I have analysed these accounts by drawing upon membership 
categorisation analysis and other features of conversation and discourse analysis.
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5.5 Developing a Mode of Analysis
In developing a mode of analysis to implement my analytic perspective I have drawn, 
quite considerably, upon membership categorisation analysis (hereafter MCA). This 
“assists [in] the identification of how discourses are called on and how they are 
invoked in the mundane activities of talking, hearing, reading and writing” (Baker 
2000: 112). Originally developed by Harvey Sacks as part of his “Lectures on 
Conversation” (Sacks 1995), MCA has subsequently been developed into an 
analytical program that examines how and why members of society categorise 
themselves, others, locations and how and why they assign activities and attributes to 
these features (Hester and Eglin 1997; Housley and Fitzgerald 2002). Overall, 
membership categorisation work enables members to construct social and moral 
orders (Jayyusi 1984); MCA is, therefore, oriented to describing this order as an 
apparently mundane feature of everyday life.
MCA differs in comparison to other methods of analysis, such as Grounded 
Theory, Narrative Analysis and Thematic Analysis (Boyatzis 1998; Charmaz 2002; 
Coffey and Atkinson 1996a; Czamiawska 2004; Glaser and Strauss 1968; Strauss and 
Corbin 1998). These are primarily interpretive; that is, they attempt to make sense of 
members’ accounts rather than analyse how members make sense through their 
accounting practices. From my perspective, this standpoint is problematic since it 
imposes the analyst’s meanings on members topics rather than analysing how those 
meanings are generated in their own right; it confuses, as has previously been stated, 
topic and resource (Zimmerman and Pollner 1970/1990). For instance, in Grounded 
Theory the analyst must become saturated in the data and develop codes that capture 
the essence of ‘what is going on’. Subsequently, the researcher identifies more refined 
categories and eventually produces a ‘core’ category to explain the data. Hence, 
Grounded Theory reduces members’ categories to an analyst’s topic, rather than 
analysing how members within the situation produce that topic themselves.
Basic principles of MCA
Sacks outlined the principles of membership categorisation with reference to the 
opening lines of a story written by and for children: “The baby cried. The mommy 
picked it up” (Sacks 1974). Sacks asked: why do we hear (even as young children) 
that ‘it’ is the infant of this mother? And, additionally, why do we regard these
99
activities as normal for this pair of members? He answered both of these questions 
with reference to membership categorisation devices (MCD); that is, collections of 
categories, together with their associated attributes and rules of application 
(Silverman 1998).
In the children’s story both ‘baby’ and ‘mommy’ belong to the MCD ‘family’. 
Sacks argued that the category ‘baby’ adheres to an ‘economy rule’: it is satisfactory 
for the occasion of its use. It is not necessary to know other aspects of this baby’s 
identity for the purpose of the description: for example, its gender. In the subsequent 
sentence another category is used: ‘mommy’. Here a ‘consistency rule’ is operative: if 
more than one person is being categorised and can be heard as related to the same 
collection or membership categorisation device (MCD) then that device may be 
invoked to classify others. In short, since ‘baby’ can be heard as coming from the 
MCD ‘family’ so can ‘mommy’. However, categories can be ambiguous: ‘baby’ can 
also belong to the MCDs ‘stage of life’ or ‘romance’ (Silverman 1998). Hence, a 
‘consistency rule corollary’ can operate: “if  a hearer has a second category which can 
be heard as consistent with one locus of the first, then the first is to be heard as at 
least consistent with the second” (Sacks 1974: 220). In short, as ‘mommy’ and ‘baby’ 
are both consistent with the MCD ‘family’ they are heard that way, although this does 
not explain what the manner of their association might be: that it is the mommy o f this 
baby.
The degree of association between these categories is achieved because of 
their ‘duplicative organisation’ (Sacks 1995). Indeed, certain MCDs are comprised of 
various subject positions: for example, the MCD ‘family’ may have subject positions 
of ‘mother’, ‘father’, ‘son’, ‘daughter’, ‘baby’ etc depending on the context. When 
two or more categories from a potentially consistent MCD are used in sequence, a 
‘hearer’s maxim’ operates to ensure that they can be heard that way; it conveys that 
they are ‘related’. Sacks argued that because some categories operate as a ‘standard 
relational pair’ (SRP) certain rights and obligations are associated with them. 
Common examples of categories with SRP entitlements are: ‘parent-child’, ‘teacher- 
student’, ‘friend-ffiend’. Non-incumbency of one of these subject positions, or the 
inclusion of a category from another device in a description drawing on such an SRP 
would be noteworthy: for example, ‘The baby cried. The dog picked it up’. Sacks also
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referred to categories as being ‘inference rich’; that is, they act as stores of common 
sense and expert knowledge. In the preceding example, it is commonsensical and part 
of the discourse of childcare that mothers, not dogs, should pick up crying babies.
Sacks noted that certain categories were bound to specific activities within a 
given context and/or culture. The use of category bound activities and attributes 
explains why the sequence of actions and associations in the mother/baby example are 
normative. However, these are deployed in specific contexts, to substantiate or 
transform the meaning of certain categories or actions: for example, to establish moral 
and behavioural precedents. Indeed, ‘The baby cried. The mother shook it’ in the 
context of a child’s story may indicate the beginning of an account of abuse rather 
than a story of parental care. Therefore, underlying this ‘machinery’ of classification 
are tacit assumptions based on cultural knowledge, themselves the objects-subjects of 
discourse: membership categories do identity work within discursive fields. They are 
the means by which social action forms and transforms cultural knowledge.
Extending MCA
MCA is a methodology that exists in tension with more formal types of conversation 
analysis that were developed by Sacks and his students, notably Emmanuel Schegloff 
and Gail Jefferson, into a program for the analysis of naturally occurring talk-in- 
interaction (Sacks 1995; Silverman 1998). Moreover, the development of 
conversation analysis during the past four decades has largely focused on the 
sequential organisation of talk, to the detriment of its categorical aspects (Hester and 
Eglin 1997; Housley and Fitzgerald 2002).
Prior to the 1990s there were a few notable studies that extended the remit of 
the examination of membership categories: the investigation of location categories 
(Drew 1978; Schegloff 1972), the moral ordering of categories (Jayyusi 1984), the 
allocation of blame (Watson 1978) and the use of the ‘stage of life’ collection by 
adolescents (Baker 1984). However, since the 1990s there has been a growing corpus 
of studies that have further extended MCA, often in cross and inter-disciplinary work. 
Studies in this corpus include those that analyse a number of the key categories 
employed in social research, including: gender (Speer 2005; Stokoe 2003a; 2003b; 
2004; Stokoe and Smithson 2001) and age (Edwards 1998a; Nikander 2000); as well
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as specific settings (Vallis 2002) and occupations (Baker 1997b; Roulston 2001). 
Significantly then, MCA has developed into a unique form of conversation analysis in 
its own right.
Despite its growing application, as I noted above, MCA exists in tension to 
mainstream conversation analysis. On several occasions, Emmanuel Schegloff (Sacks 
1995; Schegloff 2007) has described the analysis of membership categories as overly 
interpretative, as ‘promiscuous’ and ripe with the potential for the analyst to impose 
meaning upon the data. Putting it uncompromisingly, Schegloff asserts
“so-called membership categorization analysis.. .can thereby become a vehicle 
for promiscuously introducing into the analysis what the writing needs for the 
argument-in-progress. To avoid this, there must be analysis to show the claim 
is grounded in the conduct of the parties, not in the beliefs of the writer” 
(Schegloff 2007: 476)
Those who are applying MCA have countered this ‘promiscuity’ argument, arguing 
that their interpretations are grounded in the data (for a discussion see Silverman
1998). However, others, especially Watson (1997), have contended that the analysis 
of categories, attributes and devices must take account of the sequential patterning of 
talk; that is, how categories, attributes and devices are deployed and transformed in 
the ongoing production of talk. Similarly, Elizabeth Stokoe (2004: 113-114) has 
noted, “order [is] produced through the formulation of category-device-attribute- 
activity combinations in their local use”; that is, “the analyst must consider the 
sequential and indexical organization of these categorizations”.
Analysing categorical sequences can enable the researcher to discern the 
ongoing production of a ‘discourse identity’: a subject position that is deployed in the 
process of the talk-in-inaction itself, such as storyteller, hearer, accuser, 
knowledgeable agent etc (Wooffitt and Clark 1998; Zimmerman 1998). Such 
discursive subject positions enable the accomplishment of social identities in talk. 
Secondly, analysing categorical sequences can enable the identification of stories 
(Housley 2000). However, I consider that it is important to supplement this rather 
‘static’ model of MCA by emphasising the dynamism of categories, attributes and 
devices/collections. Here I have drawn upon other features within ethnomethodology.
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conversation analysis and discourse analysis: ‘contrast structures’, ‘show concessions’ 
and ‘extreme case formulations’ (Antaki and Wetherell 1999; Pomerantz 1986; Smith 
1978).
Smith (1978: 39) has noted how authority, factuality and coherency are 
generated through the ordering of texts or talk with specific reference to a feature, 
termed a “contrast structure”. Here, she contends, a statement contains directives for 
reading subsequent information. Thus, the mechanics of a text orient certain 
interpretations and not others. Smith’s ethnomethodological approach implies that the 
order of texts utilises the documentary method to ‘work up’ discursive objects and 
subject positions rhetorically. Indeed, making relevant or ‘occasioning’ categories and 
attributes at specific points in a text or interaction can purposively imply or delimit 
subject positions (Edwards 1998a; Sacks 1995; Zimmerman 1998).
A similar rhetorical device is a ‘show concession’ (Antaki and Wetherell
1999) whereby a speaker/writer appears to concede a point whilst simultaneously 
reinforcing her initial assertion. It is composed of a proposition, concession, and 
reprise structure that, like a ‘contrast structure’, usually centres on the preposition 
‘but’: for example, ‘I had a great Gap Year, so ok I didn’t go travelling but it was still 
worthwhile’. Show concessions enable speakers to fortify their own position in 
matters of fact that are disputable; in short, the speaker emphasises her stake in the 
matter at hand.
Another rhetorical device is an ‘extreme case formulation’ (Edwards 2000; 
Pomerantz 1986), which is attached to categories or attributes in order to emphasise a 
particular claim: for example, “it was a massive shock”; “she is much older than she 
looks”. As such, these formulations usually precede or follow a particular statement 
that the speaker/writer is seeking to justify. Hence, they are sequential in terms of 
their use in working up a ‘discourse identity’: a subject position that is being invoked 
in the on-going process of the talk-in-inaction itself, such as storyteller, hearer, 
accuser, knowledgeable agent etc (Wooffitt and Clark 1998; Zimmerman 1998). 
However, some MCA researchers themselves have employed another form of 
sequential analysis: the discernment of stories.
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Analysing stories in talk-in-interaction is not limited to MCA. Narrative 
analysis, life course analysis and thematic analysis have all been used to this effect 
(Coffey and Atkinson 1996a; Cortazzi 1993; Franzoni 1998; Mishler 1986; Riessman 
1993; Riley 1998). However, researchers utilising MCA have demonstrated 
empirically that categories and attributes invoke certain genres of story. In their 
analysis of the Montreal Massacre, Eglin and Hester demonstrated how media texts 
constructed it from the viewpoint of a killer’s story, a victim’s story, a horror story, a 
story of gun control and a story of violence against women (Eglin and Hester 2003). 
Similarly, it has been argued that categories give coherence to stories; that is, as 
members we have expectations about the appearance of certain information at certain 
points in a story (Housley 2000). This represents a diachronic aspect to the use of 
standard relational pairs (SRP) or the duplicative organisation and positioning of 
categories; when we hear certain categories invoked we expect certain information to 
follow. Likewise, it has been shown that categories and attributes are used 
dynamically to represent and manipulate the ‘cast of characters’ in a story; the 
characters are therefore conjoint productions between co-participants in talk, rather 
than solely fixed identities brought to bear upon it (Roulston 2001).
My own adoption of MCA has not been strictly orthodox. I have sought, as I 
noted above, to borrow elements from ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and 
discourse analysis in an attempt to develop a mode of analysis that reflects my 
analytic perspective. In this sense, my own adoption of MCA is beyond its usual 
methodological application. However, I contend that this has enabled me to develop 
an approach to my data that is critically descriptive, one that truly bridges 
ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and Foucauldian studies of discourse.
5.6 Being critically descriptive
As I noted earlier in this chapter, ethnomethodology and conversation analysis have 
been accused of being descriptive and therefore of little analytic value (Cherrington, 
et al. 1987; Coser 1975). They can be contrasted to many other approaches within 
qualitative research that explore and critique the social construction of meaning, such 
as various types of discourse analysis (Potter 1997; Potter and Wetherell 1987; 
Wooffitt 2005). Even from within ethnomethodology there has been a concern that it 
has underplayed wider social structures, and additionally, that it lacks self-reflexivity
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in its studies (Bologh 1992; Pollner 1987; 1991). Certainly, MCA studies have sought 
to provide detailed descriptions of how members accomplish social order, rather than 
interpret an order from those practices. However, it is my contention that this tension 
between description and interpretation is largely rhetorical. Furthermore, by drawing 
upon other elements of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and discourse 
analysis in addition to MCA, 1 consider that the tension between description and 
interpretation can be resolved to produce an analytic perspective that is critically 
descriptive.
Being critically descriptive means examining how categories, attributes and 
devices/collections (hereafter CCAs) are invoked in mundane yet powerful ways. 
Simultaneously, through analysing these instances, it provides the means by which 
members, including but not limited to professional sociologists, can engage critically 
with these descriptions. Indeed, a number of feminist researchers have already 
exploited the potential of combining MCA with elements of discursive psychology in 
order to produce an approach that is attuned to excavating discursive norms as they 
are dialogically invoked in talk-in-interaction (Speer 2005; Stokoe 2004). Moreover, 
Baker has asserted that the apparent triviality of MCA is indeed its strength: “the 
more natural, taken-for-granted and therefore invisible the categorisation work, the 
more powerful it is” (Baker 2000: 111). Certainly, the ‘political’ potential of this 
perspective is the analysis of the micro-politics of power in both talk and texts (Baker 
2000; Stokoe 2003b). It enables a consideration of what ‘hailing’ (to borrow from 
Althusser) someone into research as a member of a category actually means. Hence, 
as these authors note, perspectives such as my own offer those conducting qualitative 
research a radical alternative; it provides them with the means to demonstrate, 
empirically, many of the concerns of mainstream social theory and policy, but it treats 
these concerns as member’s accomplishments not a priori social science topics.
5.7 Conclusions
In this chapter, 1 have stated that 1 am employing qualitative research methods in the 
empirical component of my thesis. Additionally, 1 have explained how 1 have 
developed an analytic perspective that ‘bridges’ three perspectives that focus on the 
social construction of meanings through qualitative research: ethnomethodology.
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conversation analysis and Foucauldian discourse studies. My review of this analytic 
perspective indicated that a different approach needed to be adopted toward both 
‘facts’ and ‘voice’; in short, a different approach to the undertaking and analysis of 
interviews. I have asserted that treating interviews as ‘discursive spaces’ for the co­
production of accounts, analysing them by developing a mode of analysis that is 
informed by conversation analysis, discourse analysis and ethnomethodology has 
enabled me to be critically descriptive about my own empirical data. In the following 
chapter, I will outline how I have applied this analytic perspective, together with 
detailing other features of the design of my study.
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Chapter Six  
M ethodology  
6.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I detailed my analytic perspective, which I described as 
enabling me to be critically descriptive toward my empirical data. In this chapter, I 
will outline my methodology. I have divided the chapter into a series of sections: 
generating a sample; eliciting accounts; analysing accounts using Computer Assisted 
Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS); ensuring quality and rigour in research 
design; and ethical principles in qualitative research. In the conclusion, I reiterate that 
my application of a critically descriptive analytic perspective is attuned to the 
examination of how, if at all, young people’s accounts of their Gap Year enables them 
to construct and perform identities.
6.2 Generating a Sample
Unlike quantitative research designs, which rely on the generation of a random 
sample in order to make statistical inferences, qualitative research affords the 
possibility to take a different approach to sampling. However, rigorous and systemic 
sampling techniques are important in qualitative research, even if the principles that 
underlie them are different (Mason 2002). Two reasons have been cited for 
conducting systematic, qualitative, sampling: firstly, to narrow the focus of a study; 
secondly, to enable generalisations to be made (ibid.). Before I outline my own 
procedure, I will briefly explain two approaches to sampling that I have drawn upon: 
strategic, or theoretical, sampling and conversation analytic sampling.
Strategic, or theoretical, sampling implies that sampling procedures should 
ensure that key criteria directly related to research questions are included, such as 
socio-demographic and other relevant criteria (Mason 2002). It was established in the 
development of Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1968) and has subsequently 
been developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). It implies that there is a direct
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relationship between a study’s sample generation, data collection, analysis and 
conclusions. Moreover, sampling is regarded as a dynamic process; initial ‘theories’ 
that are developed from the early stages of research may require further data 
collection and reformulation (Merkens 2004).
Conversation analytic sampling is similarly dynamic, although it is possible to 
differentiate between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ strategies (Have 1999). A ‘pure’ strategy 
involves selecting a wide sample, drawn from many different sites and analysing them 
for recurrent patterns, such as instances of overlapping talk (Have 1999; Hutchby and 
Wooffitt 1998). An ‘applied’ strategy involves a more selective or specimen driven 
approach to generating a sample, such as focusing on a particular feature within a 
single or series of interviews (Have 1999). Whichever strategy is adopted, 
conversation analysts emphasise that it is important to use a comparative approach; to 
compare and contrast all cases in a corpus of data in order to explore all possibilities.
I drew upon both of these approaches for my own sampling technique. As I 
noted in Chapter One, I deliberately chose to limit my sample to young people who 
had taken a pre-university Gap Year, between leaving school and beginning 
university. My rationale being that I wanted to explore transitions that those who 
took a Gap Year after university, when they would have been approximately twenty- 
one or twenty-two, may already have experienced. That said, I did not want to limit 
my sample in advance of data collection according to any particular criteria other than 
the temporal definition Of the Gap Year outlined by Jones (2004). I therefore did not 
specify any other details when recruiting: for instance, I did not request that I would 
only be interested in young people who had travelled; as I noted in Chapter Four, 
previous studies of the Gap Year had mostly drawn upon this population. I wanted to 
my sample to reflect a wide range of Gap Year experiences.
In order to generate a sample of participants I used four methods:
1. Direct recruitment -  I attended university lectures and classes and asked for 
participants. I felt that this would enable the young people to see who I was 
and to hear me explain what the research would involve. However, although 
this method enabled me to recruit seven participants, it was not as successful
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in generating participants as I had anticipated. Therefore, I decided to employ 
additional methods.
2. Snowball sampling through friends or fellow PhD students - 1 recruited six of 
my total sample in this manner. Most of these participants were older than the 
majority of my sample. Moreover, I was aware that certain aspects of 
confidentiality and anonymity could be compromised, since two pairs of 
participants drawn from this sample were good friends and spoke about each 
other in their respective interviews.
3. Posters - 1 constructed a poster (see Appendix 1) which I displayed on various 
notice boards around each university campus. This method proved to be the 
most successful and generated ten participants.
4. E-notice board -  At one university I placed an advert on the Student Union on­
line notice board, which consisted of the same details that I put on the poster. 
This strategy generated two participants.
My method of sampling led to some interesting conversations and email 
exchanges as three people negotiated with me whether their experience actually 
constituted a Gap Year. One can be viewed in extract 6.1 (below), which is taken 
from an email I received from a potential participant.
Extract 6.1
Hello,
I am contacting you about the 'Gap Year' information you 
require. I am not sure if mine counts, I worked for three years 
after leaving school and then went on to do my A-levels and on to 
uni. If this is the sort of thing you need, feel free to contact 
m e .
In this instance, I responded by thanking the individual for contacting me, but 
emphasised that I was looking for someone who had been ‘out’ of education for no 
more than two years (as per Jones 2004).
In total, I recruited twenty-five people through these combined sampling 
methods. Additionally, I decided that I would sample in more than one location. My 
rationale for this was that previous research on the Gap Year suggested it was
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primarily a white, middle-class phenomenon (Jones 2004). I decided that I would 
sample in two universities that have quite different student bodies in terms of 
ethnicity, class and student numbers: an outer London post-1992 University and a 
Home Counties pre-1992 University^\ Hence in my sampling strategy I was 
attempting to adhere to the ethnomethodological principle of treating these 
‘structures’ as members’ phenomena (Travers 1999). That is, as a member I was able 
to recognise these differences, as would any other member. They are not only social 
scientific ‘facts’ but taken-for-granted features of the culture of British Higher 
Education. However, despite this strategy, my final sample was predominantly 
composed of young people who were ethnically homogenous, as only two of my 
participants self-identified themselves as non-White. The class backgrounds of my 
sample were more heterogeneous, which I was able to discern by drawing on 
categories that they made relevant in their accounts; specifically, information they 
provided about their family background, parents’ occupations and schooling. From 
these criteria, I would estimate that two thirds of my sample came fi-om middle-class 
backgrounds. I was also aware that previous research had indicated that more young 
women than young men take a Gap Year (Jones 2004). Certainly, I found it more 
difficult to recruit young men. My final sample reflected this distinction as it was 
composed of seventeen women and eight men^^.
A further question in terms of sampling is the question of size; in short, when 
is enough actually enough? Strauss and Corbin (1998) advocate that, time and money 
permitting, researchers should continue gathering data until they have reached a point 
of ‘theoretical saturation’; that is, the point at which no new concepts appear to be 
emerging from the data. Similarly, it has been suggested that sampling should 
continue until inferences made from the data cannot break down in coherence; thus, 
new cases do not require new formulations or explanations (Agar 1986). This relies 
on the process of ‘analytic induction’, which involves seeking out cases or specimens 
that could subvert a developing interpretation (Denzin 1989). These methods of 
sampling therefore imply that sample sizes in qualitative research are more concerned 
with the ability of the analyst to explain the phenomenon under investigation rather
This distinction reflects the realignment o f English Higher Education in the 1990s when former 
Polytechnics became Universities. This move was supposed to abolish the distinction between 
Universities and Polytechnics. In reality, this distinction remains a tacit one between Old and New. 
A summary o f some biographical details o f my sample can be found in Appendix 2
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than being able to generalise it to the population at large. I will deal with the question 
of generalisability later in this chapter. However, it has been noted that the question of 
sample sizes in qualitative research is, in many ways, superseded by the issue of being 
able to explain, logically, what has been done and why (Mason 2002). Indeed, I based 
my decision to stop interviewing when I had conducted twenty-five interviews on two 
factors: time constraints; and the regularity of the accounts that I was hearing. 
Effectively, I was beginning to hear similar stories from my respondents and to 
recognise that certain collections, categories and attributes (hereafter CCAs) were 
appearing regularly. I therefore took the decision to stop collecting new accounts and 
concentrate on analysing the accounts I had already collected.
6.3 Eliciting Accounts
I stated in the previous chapter that my approach to interviewing was both ‘active’ 
and ‘open’. I wanted the interviews to be as unstructured as possible in order to 
encourage my respondents to develop their own accounts. I nevertheless had an 
interview guide (see Appendix 3) of topics that I wanted to cover, if  possible.
Both practical and substantive concerns informed my construction and use of 
an interview guide, principally ensuring that I did not forget to ask my respondents 
about certain topics that I wanted to discuss. These topics related to my review of the 
literature concerning the Gap Year and young people’s transitions to adulthood (see 
Chapter s Three and Four), together with topics that arose in the three pilot interviews 
that I had already conducted. From these sources I discerned that certain collections 
were evident in the accounts, principally a ‘cast of characters’ (Roulston 2001) 
involving family members, fiiends. Gap Year provider organisation experts, school 
teachers, school background, together with friendships formed during their Gap Year 
and with peers at university. I also noted from these pilot interviews that respondents 
narrated their Gap Year in an orderly, temporal manner, in terms of a linear, 
chronological unfolding of events, with some retrospective reanalysis as the account 
unfolded. The development of my interview guide reflected this order, which can be 
summarised in the following diagram (Figure 6.2)
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Figure 6.1 : Gap Year Interview Guide
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However, since I wanted to undertake an ‘active interview’ (Holstein and Gubrium 
1995) my use of the interview guide was quite flexible; I did not follow it rigidly but 
let the interview proceed from topic to topic.
Halfway through data collection, however, I decided that instead of 
commencing each interview by asking for background information about my 
respondents’ lives, I would ask them to tell me the story of their Gap Year. After they 
had finished I would then return to certain things they had said and develop or 
encourage others. This decision reflected my growing confidence in being able to 
conduct an interview; additionally, I realised that the discussion would include many 
of the collections and activities that I had decided to focus upon. Moreover, I was also 
aware that I wanted to be less prescriptive about what was going to be discussed at the 
beginning of the interview. Epistemologically, I wanted to see if my participants 
would produce similar accounts if they were not directed by me, in terms of where 
they began their story and where it ended. This proved to be the case as the majority 
of my respondents, whether directed by me or not, began their accounts at the end of 
their 'A' levels and stopped when they arrived at university. This in itself is a notable 
finding since it suggests that my respondents viewed their Gap Years within finite
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limits; it was very much about accounting for a period of approximately eighteen 
months of their lives.
A further issue in interview research is the setting in which it is conducted. I 
conducted the vast majority of my interviews in university seminar rooms. I felt that 
these were relatively neutral environments, since they were familiar to both my 
respondents and I. Two interviews were conducted in cafes, both with participants 
who were no longer in Higher Education. These two interviews proved to be 
problematic in terms of audio recording quality. I also conducted one interview in a 
respondent’s home.
Finally, of the total sample of twenty-five interviews I conducted I have used 
twenty-four in my analysis. I rejected one interview because of the poor quality of the 
audio recording. I could not transcribe this interview properly; consequently, I 
excluded it because I would not have been able to apply the same systematic level of 
analysis to the data. One other account proved to be a ‘deviant case’ and I will discuss 
this in more detail in Chapter Seven.
6,4 Analysing Accounts with CAQDAS
In this section, I will explain why I chose to analyse my data using Computer Assisted 
Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS) computer software and how I used it to apply 
the mode of analysis that I outlined in the previous chapter.
One of the principal reasons for using CAQDAS packages is the potential they 
offer for increasing analytic rigour in qualitative research, together with the increased 
ability to label (or code) multiple sections of data, retrieve or search those sections 
and where necessary re-label and reanalyse them (Seale 2002). However, CAQDAS 
packages have been viewed by qualitative researchers with either enthusiasm or 
abhorrence (Crowley, et al. 2002). In part, this reflects personal preferences about 
computer software. More ftindamentally, it implies a concern on the part of 
researchers that the use of computers will result in a loss of meaning and inference; in 
effect, it will take researchers away from their data. Ironically, it has been suggested 
that the likelihood of falling into a “coding trap” (Gilbert 2002: 218) is actually
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increased; since the software encourages attention to granularity but not always 
generalisation.
Johnston (2006) argues that the practice of conducting qualitative research 
using CAQDAS packages has primarily been driven by software developers or 
consultants. Similarly, Richards (2002) notes that relatively little debate has been 
concerned with the impact technology has had on doing qualitative research more 
generally. However, there is now a growing range of publications written by those 
with training in both qualitative methodologies and CAQDAS packages (Bazeley and 
Richards 2000; Fielding and Lee 1998; Gibbs 2002; Kuckartz 2001; Lewins and 
Silver 2007; Richards 1999; 2005). Whilst the range of methodologies that those 
using CAQDAS packages have employed is considerable, including Grounded 
Theory, Thematic Analysis, Narrative Analysis, Semiotics, and Content Analysis 
(Fielding and Lee 1998), the use of CAQDAS by conversation analysts remains 
negligible. Some have used software packages to varying degrees of success (for a 
review see Have (1999), Fielding and Lee (1998) and MacMillan (2005)). But it has 
been suggested that others have been deterred because they believe that it is not 
possible for CAQDAS packages to handle conversation analysis transcription 
conventions (Gibbs, et al. 2002), which attend to pauses, overlaps, intonation, 
breathiness and laughter (Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998).
I have found that it is possible to use conversation analytic conventions by 
first transcribing the data into Word'^^ before importing the document into a 
CAQDAS package, in my case NVivo7. Furthermore, my mode of analysis meant 
that it was not a fondamental requirement to include highly detailed transcription 
conventions. Indeed, I sought to adhere to the principle that it is important to provide 
the analyst (and reader) with enough detail to examine “phenomena of interest” (Have 
1999: 77). Additionally, by transcribing the accounts myself, I was able to begin my 
analysis; indeed, as a number of commentators have observed, the process of 
transcription is creative and dynamic (Have 1999; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998). 
Certainly, it enabled me to begin to observe patterns and key features in the accounts 
themselves.
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The next stage of my data analysis consisted of developing methods to 
systematically search for, code and retrieve relevant CCAs, as well as other 
conversational features (such as ‘show concessions’). I developed two strategies of 
analysis that I termed ‘pinpoint coding’ and ‘collection coding’.
Pinpoint Coding
This form of coding enabled me to ‘pinpoint’ specific categories or attributes for 
analysis. It was composed of a number of stages. The first was to identify relevant 
words in the data that represented key CCAs: for example, I was able to see that the 
attributes ‘independence’ and ‘maturity’, as well as the categories ‘parent’, ‘mum’, 
‘dad’, ‘mother’, ‘father’ were present in my data. I was also ahle to identify other 
terms used to describe these attributes and categories, such as ‘grown-up’, ‘older’, 
‘reliant’, ‘ma’ and ‘da’. Second, I conducted a series of ‘text’ searches to pinpoint 
exactly where these words occurred in the data.
Commonly referred to as ‘quick and/or dirty coding’, text searching assumed a 
new significance in my analysis. It enabled me to identify key sections of data where 
relevant CCAs and other conversational features occurred. However, this form of 
coding is predominantly deductive; I determined in advance, what the focus of my 
analysis would be. Whilst this can be justified in terms of searching for words and 
concepts made relevant by my review of the literature, and the pilot interviews, I 
supplemented this coding strategy with a second that I have termed ‘collection 
coding’.
Collection coding
Collection coding involved a detailed, and perhaps more traditional, reading of the 
data in order to segment it according to relevant collections or conversational features. 
In a sense it is a similar approach to generating codes that has been suggested by 
Coffey and Atkinson (1996b). It represents a more orthodox way of ‘reading for 
codes’. However, I still focused my attention on what categories my respondents used 
and what collections they could have come from. The following image illustrates this 
form of coding in NVivoT.
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Figure 6.2; ‘collection’ coding with NVivo7
Bft Sew Project Ijnks £pde Format Took Wpdow Help
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1, AK: just to be on &e safe SI de ?
2. AZ; right (2.) ok 1
3. Julie; is it working? i
4 AZ: It's Aere ■ t
5. AZ: yep (1.) that’s gomg round
6. AZ: ok so (.) well maybe just (.) just (.) y 'know you wanna tell m e about
ylcnow what you’re Gap Year(.) about y our Gap Year
7. Julie: ok (.) erm (.) I  decided to take a Gap Year in the first place because
8. AZ: Hmmn
9. JuHe: I was writing my UCAS ^plications i
10. Julie: and I  literally gotm to such a muddle about it
11. Julie: and my school was very supportive g
12. Julie: but I  just like (.) ‘I  can’t decide where I  want to go and what I  want to
do’
13. Julie: I had no idea because you have to apply so eariy
14. AZ: yeah
15. Julie: and so my mum (.) she said to me ‘look just (.) have a year out and 8
decide in tiiat year S’
16. Julie: oh right so it was your mum’s idea 1
17. AZ: it  was my mum
18. AZ: yeah
19. Julie: I  can’t believe I  didn’t think of it before then actually
20. AZ: (laughs)
21. Julie: but she was like ‘yeah’
22. Julie: and I  made up my rmnd there and then
23. AZ: right
24. Julie: I  just thought Tm not carrying on with this
25. AZ: yeah
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This image illustrates where I had assigned two collection codes ‘MCD Education’ 
and ‘MCD Family’ to a section of Julie’s interview transcript: the first at a point 
where she was discussing filling out forms to go to university, the UCAS application 
form, and the help she received from her school; the second, where Julie explained 
that her mother suggested she take a year out or Gap Year.
The potential for this form of coding to be ‘promiscuous’ (in Schegloff s 
(2007) terminology) must be considered. Certainly, the strategy appears to be more 
akin to interpretive methods of coding prevalent in Grounded Theory and Thematic 
Analysis. However, although the collection labels are my own, I directly grounded 
them in my respondents’ own descriptions. In no way does this method contradict 
what Sacks (1995) was doing when he suggested that ‘baby’ and ‘mommy’ come 
from the collection, ‘family’.
Identifying collections also enabled me to analyse my data sequentially, in 
terms of the relationship of one collection to another, and to compare and contrast
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them across cases. The latter is central to the validity of any form of conversation 
analytic research (Have 1999; Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998). Moreover, I think that 
‘collection coding’ enabled me to include a more inductive approach to my analysis, 
since it encouraged me to identify all the collections that my respondents made 
relevant in their accounts. However, I was also attempting to ensure the quality and 
rigour of my research design and throughout I was concerned to adhere to a set of 
ethical principles.
6.5 Ensuring Quaiity and Rigour in Research Design
How credible qualitative research findings are is subject to intense, often vociferous 
debate (Altheide and Johnson 1998; Silverman 2001). Furthermore, within qualitative 
research itself different perspectives emphasise different factors when attempting to 
establish credibility. These include personal involvement, emancipation, and 
objectivity (Silverman 2001). Whilst attaining the latter within any ‘science’ is 
questionable (Kirk and Miller 1986), two elements that help to establish the 
credibility of data, together with the inferences that are drawn from it, are reliability 
and validity (Mason 2002; Seale 1999).
Unlike strict definitions and rules of reliability and validity in positivistic 
quantitative research, both Mason (2002) and Seale (1999) argue that different 
measures of these concepts apply in qualitative research. Being reliable, fi-om their 
perspective, means that researchers need to ensure methods are “thorough, careful, 
honest and accurate” (Mason 2002: 188). Being valid means that inferences are clear, 
based on transparency in methods of data generation and interpretation. For my 
research, this meant that I ensured transparency in audio recording, transcription, 
coding and analysis, whilst I adhered to the principles of the analytic perspective I had 
developed.
The extent to which audio recordings of interviews are able to capture “a 
much wider realm of happenings” is debateable (Hammersley 2003: 767). Other 
characteristics may be omnipresent but erased because they are not within the 
epistemological boundaries of conversation analysis; that is, they are not within talk. 
These include non-verbal communication, together with background information
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given by a participant prior to data collection. Resolving these points of contention is 
difficult, if not impossible. I had discounted using audio-visual technology, which 
could be used to capture more contextual information (Brown 2004), for reasons of 
logistics, expense and intrusion. However, I took the decision to only report on data 
that was contained within the transcripts. To this end, I have not made any inferences 
based on field notes that I took as part of the background to the interview.
The second issue concerns epistemological judgements regarding what should 
be transcribed into text. Speaker identifiers, for instance, may use membership 
categories whose reception is open to (re)interpretation (Hammersley 2003). In short, 
the membership category used to identify the speaker can transform the relevance of 
what a participant says, leading to a particular interpretation. Again, this is 
problematic to resolve. I decided that I would choose speaker identifiers that did not 
commonsensically misrepresent my participants, especially in terms of gender and 
social class. That is, I deliberately chose pseudonyms that were as neutral as possible 
in terms of class characteristics.
To ensure transparency in my transcription and coding practices I re-checked a 
25% sub-sample (n = 6) of transcripts against their original audio recording and 
undertook ‘collection coding’ twice, several days apart in order to check my accuracy 
in identifying collections. To determine that my data analysis was transparent I have 
ensured, in each of the empirical chapters, that I accompany my assertions with a data 
extract. Whilst this may appear, at times, to be excessive, I believe that it enables the 
reader to follow my reasoning and either agree or disagree with my analysis. Finally, I 
have not excluded any ‘deviant cases’, although in Chapter Seven I discuss one case 
in particular, which deviated from the rest of my sample.
Inferences can be validated by a process known as ‘member validation’, which 
consists of giving respondents access to interview transcripts or researcher 
descriptions and noting their feedback (Seale 1999). From my perspective this is 
unnecessary, since my mode of analysis tracks member’s own validation practices by 
focusing on the sequential orderings of their talk (Have 1999; Perakyla 2004). 
However, I have supplemented this process of sequential accountability with a form
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drawn from MCA which focuses on distributional accountability: the enrichment of 
evidence within and between cases (Lepper 2000). This follows five analytic stages:
1. By building a list of all categories-in-use. This was attained as part of my 
coding strategies.
2. By exploring the distribution of categories across cases. This was 
encompassed in the strategy of ‘collection coding’.
3. By deviant case analysis. This is at the forefront of establishing validity in 
conversation analytic research design (Have 1999). My practice of 
commenting upon and making annotations in each account as I transcribed and 
coded it was oriented to noting such cases. Subsequently, I have reported on 
those which appear to deviate from any recurrent pattern.
4. By comparative analysis. This was achieved by analysing all cases, noting and 
reporting the heterogeneity and homogeneity of accounts.
5. By generalisation. After analysing the use of a category or attribute in one case 
I then developed my critical description by observing it in others and refining 
it as necessary.
Adhering to the above points, in addition to the procedures that I utilised to establish 
the reliability of my research design, I believe that I have ensured the quality and 
rigour of my approach. However, it has been asserted that if research is reliable and 
valid it must also be relevant (Seale 1999).
The relevance of qualitative research is affected by the researcher’s perceived 
audience (Silverman 2001). It is not my intention to delineate what the characteristics 
of my audience should, or should not, be. To do so would be to constrain this 
constituency. The audience could include policy-makers, practitioners and the general 
public (ibid.). However, the substantive content of my thesis may make it relevant to 
those interested in sociological theory and the sociologies of identity, youth, 
adulthood and the life course. Whatever the characteristics of my audience, my 
research has been undertaken in accordance with a number of ethical principles.
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6.6 Ethical Principles in Qualitative Research Design
My data generation, collection and analysis have adhered to the general ethical 
■ guidelines outlined by the British Sociological Association; in particular, I have 
placed the issues of anonymity, confidentiality and informed consent at the centre of 
my work.
The age of the young people who agreed to participate in my research varied 
between eighteen and twenty-eight years of age. Hence, many of the ethical 
requirements and concerns that have been identified when researching the lives of 
children and adolescents do not apply (for a discussion see Fraser, et al. 2004). 
However, as I noted in the previous chapter, interview research has been criticised for 
emphasising differentials in power between the researcher and participant. It could be 
asserted that the young people I interviewed in this research were disempowered in 
relation to me, a middle-aged, white male adult. My perspective leads me to refute 
this assertion on two grounds. Firstly, it relies on a conception of power as 
unidirectional and does not recognise either the intricate web of power/knowledge 
delineated by Foucault,, or members’ practical accomplishments, as outlined by 
ethnomethodologists and conversation analysts. Secondly, and perhaps more 
poignantly, it implicitly reinforces developmental and child-centred models of age 
that distinguish the young in terms of competence and/or social and temporal spaces 
(Harden, et al. 2000). Indeed, these structural models are especially contrary to my 
perspective, which is oriented to examining the complexity and performativity of 
identities.
Contrary to structural models of age, as I noted in Chapter Two, the young are 
not less competent but display different competencies in different situations (Hutchby 
and Moran-Ellis 1998; James, et al. 1998). This perspective does appear to be 
commensurate with the notion of complexity and performativity that I am developing. 
However, as Harden et al (2000) imply, such an assertion presumes that age is the 
fundamental criteria of distinction in an interview context; an assertion that excludes 
other possible factors including the context of the interaction itself. Arguably, my 
perspective explicitly emphasises the centrality of addressing context and exploring 
how interactions proceed in relation to contextual factors. I do not deny that age may
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be a relevant factor in the dynamic between me and my respondents when generating 
accounts; nonetheless, I do believe that this can be demonstrated within the data itself 
and can form a topic of investigation. In short, I am asserting that ethical principles 
entail more than ensuring that consent, confidentially and anonymity are maintained; 
they are an ongoing accomplishment, performed (and inevitably transformed) 
throughout the research process; they require continual attention and reflection.
I noted above that organisational ethical guidelines consider informed consent 
a pre-requisite to ethical research conduct and therefore the consent of interview 
participants is required before data collection commences. I gave each participant a 
consent form (Appendix 4) that outlined their rights as participants in the research and 
my own obligations to conduct ethical ‘best-practice’. I also informed my participants 
that I would wish to generate publishable material from their interviews and that they 
should not consent, or should withdraw consent at a later date, if they were unhappy 
about this. I had also made the decision not to report any material, during transcription 
and afterwards, that I felt would enable others to identify the young people in my 
sample, or their families. This meant that I have removed all place names from the 
data.
I consider that my study has been ethical. Not only because I have adhered to 
general principles but because I have adopted an analytic sensibility that does not 
impose meanings upon my respondents’ utterances but investigates how meaning 
develops through them. I have always sought to encourage young people’s voices 
rather than deterministically imposing my own.
6.7 Conclusions
In this chapter, I have summarised the methodology that I employed in order to 
address my research questions. My methodology draws upon a number of qualitative 
research perspectives and procedures. To that extent, it is quite eclectic. However, 
throughout the development and application of this methodology I have remained true 
to the analytic perspective that I outlined in the previous chapter.
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Chapter Seven 
Accounting for the Gap Year 
7A Introduction
My aim in this chapter is to outline how my respondents’ accounts are structured and 
organised according to a number of features; in addition, I explain why I have chosen 
to focus the subsequent empirical chapters on particular topics. First, I consider the 
structure and organisation of the accounts, analysing some sequential features of the 
interview, such as openings, and how two collections, ‘work’ and ‘travel’, organise 
accounts of the Gap Year. I also discuss the significance of doing collaborative talk in 
the accounting process and finally outline a particular ‘deviant’ case in my sample. 
Secondly, I focus on the topics that I will examine in the following three analysis 
chapters. I demonstrate, with examples, these three topics of analysis, which are 
developing the self, change and continuity in relationships and displaying capabilities 
and doing competence.
7.2 Structuring and organising accounts
In this section of the chapter, and in accordance with the analytic perspective and 
methodology that I have outlined in the preceding chapters, I will analyse a number of 
features within my respondents’ accounts. I begin by considering the significance of 
their openings.
Openings
When conducting the interviews I utilised two different ‘styles’ of opening: 
prescriptive and flexible. These styles are evident in the following two extracts 
(extracts 7.1 and 7.2).
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Extract 7.1
13: AK:
14:
15:
16: Lindsey:
so er (.) y'know I don’t know you at all (.) perhaps you could start 
by telling me a little bit about yourself
erm (.) maybe a little bit about your family (.) where you come 
from (.) have you got any brothers and sisters (0.1) y'know that 
kind of thing
give me a bit of background about you
ok (.) well I’m originally from [town in South-East England]
Extract 7.2
1 : AK: erm ok (.) the way I usually sort of start off is just by getting you
just to tell me (.) the story of your Gap Year really 
2: and then I’ll go back and pick up various points
3: Sophie: ok
4: AK: ok
5: Sophie: erm (.) well ok last September (.) I er travelled to Australia with an
organisation called [Gap Year Provider organisation]
The ‘prescriptive’ opening, illustrated in extract 7.1, indicates how I  sought to obtain 
some specific biographical information about Lindsey, related to her family and the 
geographical location where she grew up. Note how I classify this as ‘background’ 
(line 15). By making these categories relevant I am ‘prescribing’ where Lindsey 
should begin her account, although in her response Lindsey orients to geographical 
location first. In contrast, the ‘flexible’ style I adopted in the interview with Sophie 
(extract 7.2) enabled her to choose where to begin her account and her choice reflects 
the moment in time when she left the UK. In this case, she does not refer to the 
‘background’ information that I have deliberately asked Lindsey to provide. This was 
a common feature; when using the ‘flexible’ style of opening the vast majority of my 
participants began their accounts of their Gap Year by telling me an individualised 
narrative of finishing school and why they either worked or travelled. In short, they 
did not immediately give me the ‘background’ information that I was seeking. To this 
extent, therefore, the style of opening ‘set the scene’ for the collections, categories 
and attributes (hereafter CCAs) that were detailed in the subsequent talk.
However, the ‘prescriptive’ style of opening was not always as prescriptive as 
one might imagine. The following extract (extract 7.3) demonstrates that my attempt
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to impose this style, and thereby elicit certain categories of information, proved 
problematic. It indicates how Jess reorients my opening question to include 
information that she regards as important to her account.
Extract 7.3
1 AK: ok I’ll just check this is going
2 ok so maybe (.) because I don’t know you
3 maybe you could tell me a bit about yourself
4 your family
5 and where you went to school
6 that kind of thing yeah?
7 give me a bit of background about yourself
8 Jess: ok (.) so from when abouts?
9 AK: say from kind of sixteen (.) seventeen
10: Jess: ok erm (.) well when I was (.) sorry (.) when I was thirteen we
moved from [town in Southern England] to Wales
11: me and my mum and my dad
12: AK: right
13: Jess: and er (.) I went to a very normal secondary school
14: erm, GCSEs and A levels in Wales
15: er and then after A ' levels I decided that I wasn’t quite ready to go
off to University
16 I knew I wanted to do English literature
17 but didn’t really know what I wanted to do with it
18 so I decided to take a year off
19 ; and er on my year off I was supposed to be backpacking
20 ; but the person who I was meant to go with pulled out at the last 
minute
21 • so (.) what I decided to do was to because my brother, because my 
brother and sister had both taken a year out
22: AK: oh right
23 : Jess: and they’d both done conservation and voluntary work
Jess’s question, at line 8, can be heard as a request for clarification concerning 
what constitutes ‘background’ information. In my response, I orient to this request in 
terms of chronological age. However, Jess clearly wants to locate her account of her 
family background in an event that took place earlier than the chronology I have 
stated: her family’s relocation from a town in Southern England to Wales. In effect, 
despite my ‘prescriptive’ style, Jess wants to embed her account in this earlier event; 
an example of a ‘critical moment’ in her life course (Thomson, et al. 2002). Her 
intervention introduces important information into her account that she subsequently 
requires in the telling of her Gap Year story whereby her family’s residence in Wales
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is significant. Thus, the categories that Jess makes relevant early on are themselves 
important to the ongoing accomplishment of telling me the story of her Gap Year.
Sophie and Jess use very different categories at the opening of their accounts. 
Whereas Sophie commences with categories that one may normatively associate with 
the Gap Year, travelling to Australia with a Gap Year Provider organisation, Jess’s 
account begins with the identification of two problems. Arguably, within this section 
of dialogue, Jess has indicated to me that her account of her Gap Year may be 
different: her experience was not straightforward and therefore it may be noteworthy. 
Indeed, it suggests that her identification of this information early on in her account 
rationalises, for me, why I am interviewing her. Following the extract reproduced 
here, Jess told me that she worked at two very different organisations during her Gap 
Year. Both of these were in the UK: an outdoor activity centre and a wildlife 
sanctuary. Much of the remainder of her account focused upon comparing and 
contrasting her experiences in these two organisations, together with offering me her 
opinions about how improvements could be made to each.
It may appear that these two accounts are very different; nonetheless contained 
within the opening sequence of both are indications of what will be the key 
collections, and, by implication, what identities will be available. In short, 'travelling 
to Australia’ and ‘conservation and voluntary work’ exemplify two genres of Gap 
Year account that were discernable throughout my sample. They identify the ‘type’ of 
Gap Year experience and the ‘type’ of gapper, the person who had those experiences. 
My own knowledge of these two collections is indicative of my own position within 
the research: someone who has taken a Gap Year and someone who is familiar with 
its ‘cultural script’.
Travel and Work Collections
My participants told me about a diverse range of activities that they undertook during 
their Gap Years, encompassing many of those identified by previous research studies 
(Heath 2007; Huxley 2003; Jones 2004; Simpson 2004b). However, despite the 
variety of their activities they were broadly classifiable within two collections, ‘travel’ 
and ‘work’. The distinction between these collections is, however, flexible. Many of 
the young people I spoke to combined travel and work during their Gap Year; for
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example, after a period spent working in the UK, often in low-pay/low-status, part- 
time employment, they would travel, sometimes working at the same time in order to 
fund their trip. Only two people in my sample, Anna and Becca, spent their entire Gap 
Year overseas; the former working as a nurse in Japan, the latter as a nursery assistant 
in Central America. Twelve of my sample spent their entire Gap Year working in the 
UK. No-one claimed to have spent the entire year in the UK not in education, 
employment or training (NEET). Indeed, this suggests that even if their social class 
identities varied, the young people in my sample were not from socially excluded 
backgrounds.
The significance of the collections ‘work and ‘travel’, is that their occasioning 
within an account makes other CCAs potentially significant too. This can be viewed 
in the opening sequence of Abby’s account.
Extract 7.4
5 : Abby: I took my Gap Year between doing my A ' levels and starting here
6: AK: hmmn
Abby: erm (.) I finished my A ' levels in the summer
I then worked up until the December 
9: erm (.) at the jewellers where I’d had a Saturday job
10: I then became full-time there
11: er (.) I also had another job for about a month on a Saturday
evening as well
12: erm (.) and then my friends and I went over to Australia from the
8th of January up until the 29th of July 
13: AK: hmmn
14: Abby: we were on a working holiday visa
15: so yeah (.) we spent like the whole of the time together
16: we travelled around (.) worked (.) a few times
In the first line of this extract, Abby identifies herself as a candidate member of the 
particular type of Gap Year I had prescribed in my call for participants: a pre­
university Gap Year. Subsequently, she identifies categories related to work and 
travel as significant to her particular Gap Year experience. Additionally, she specifies 
more details related to these collections. Her work, in the UK, was related to her 
previous work experience, whilst her travel was a ‘working holiday’. She also 
identifies some significant categories of people, her friends, with whom she travelled.
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The organisational properties of these two collections are indicative of what 
ethnomethodologists refer to as ‘structure-in-action’ (Zimmerman and Boden 1991). 
The economic and social structures that Abby is located within, for instance, are 
discernable in her talk. They are not objective, underlying structures, features of a 
social reality that professional sociologists must uncover. Rather, they are practical 
and observable features of her account. Moreover, Abby recreates and re-embeds 
them through her accounting practices. Her use of these features enables me to discern 
that Abby does not come from a socially excluded background; she worked in a 
specific type of occupation; she was financially solvent and had enough surplus 
income to enable her to go travelling. Arguably, Abby’s use of these practices goes 
beyond simply describing her Gap Year; performatively they do identity work in the 
context of the interview.
In addition to telling me something about participants’ lives, the ‘work’ and 
‘travel’ collections position my respondents in relation to normative expectations 
about what constitutes a Gap Year, which I referred to in Chapters One and Four. 
Thus, their identities as young people who identify themselves as having taken a Gap 
Year, or ‘gappers’, were, through the active process of taking part in the interview, 
open to contestation or qualification. Their accounts could either converge or diverge 
from normative representations of the Gap Year and thus I could potentially classify 
them as particular types of ‘gapper’.
The following extract comes from the opening section of Matthew’s account. 
In it, Matthew identifies his gap year as associated with travel: he went to North 
America. However, it is also associated with work, as he worked with people with 
learning disabilities. In this sense, Matthew, like Abby, draws on these two 
collections, and their associated categories and attributes, when producing his 
account.
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Extract 7.5
13: Matt: so I went to [GYPO]
14: the organisation (.) [GYPO]
15: AK: yeah
16: Matt: I went for an interview with them
17: it was a fairly basic interview
18: originally (.) they were going to send me to Swaziland
19: but in the end they decided that me going on my own would be
quite difficult
20: so in the end they decided (.) as there weren’t many options left (.)
to send me to [North America]
21: where I was working with people with learning disabilities
22: AK: right
23: so er (.) you had a quite a structured experience then?
24: Matt: yes (.) they set it out
It is notable that in summarising this section of his account, at line 2 3 ,1 characterise 
his Gap Year as “a structured experience”, which he affirms. This suggests that I am 
orienting to his account in terms of a ‘work account’, organised via a Gap Year 
Provider organisation. These organisations were a feature of some of the accounts that 
I heard. Out of eleven respondents who had travelled overseas during their Gap Year, 
seven had organised this in conjunction with one of these organisations. This is not 
only affirmed by Matthew (at line 24), but proves to be significant, because later 
Matthew explained to me that his experience of working in a house for people with 
learning disabilities was difficult; he had some violence directed toward him. The Gap 
Year Provider organisation that he discusses here formed the focus of his ire; to be 
sure, it became apparent that Matthew’s account was a form of complaint about his 
supervision by members of the Gap Year Provider organisation team. Aside from 
perhaps indicating why Matthew had decided to participate in my research, his 
account also suggests that simplistic classifications of ‘gappers’ are problematic; 
Matthew was a ‘worker’ and ‘traveller’, although the focus of his account was on his 
work role and experience.
The significance of the ‘work’ and ‘travel’ collections is that they make 
certain CCAs relevant in appropriate places in the unfolding account and not others. 
For instance, both extracts 7.4 and 7.5 above unfold according to a temporal form: X 
then Y then Z. Furthermore, as I suggested, invoking one category from the travel
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collection, such as Australia, indicates that a second category related to this can 
follow, such as working holiday visa (this is Sacks’ idea of a consistency rule). Thus, 
making a travel location relevant means that it is then possible that details of what one 
needs to travel there will follow. Likewise, making a work environment relevant 
indicates that one can then make other categories associated with this environment 
relevant too. Accounts of the Gap Year, like all others, are more complex and flexible 
than simple descriptions that follow a linear trajectory or basic plot. Other collections, 
aside from work and travel, together with their related categories and attributes were 
also evident amongst my sample.
It is possible to describe those who worked in the UK for their entire Gap Year 
as ‘workers’ and those who travelled at some point during their Gap Year as 
‘travellers’. One problem with this classification is that it is an analyst’s category: it 
was not a distinction that my participants made themselves. They did organise, 
however, the CCAs in their accounts around these collections. Thus, they effectively 
defined their Gap Year accounts by these collections, unsurprisingly since they 
represent the overarching activities that they undertook during their Gap Years. 
Hence, I shall refer to these two collections throughout the subsequent chapters: for 
example, I shall refer to “those who worked” or “those who travelled”.
It is also important to note that my respondents did not produce their accounts 
in isolation but in a very specific context: an interview with me. Indeed, a number of 
the accounts featured examples of another structural and organisational feature: doing 
collaborative talk.
Doing collaborative talk
On some occasions my respondents and I worked together to build an understanding, 
or clarify our understanding, about a particular topic. In the following extract (extract 
7.6), David has been telling me about the work he undertook during his Gap Year and 
what he liked about it. At this point, he makes the following description.
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Extract 7.6
415: David: it’s a bit more real world
416: bit more real life
417: AK: yeah (.) yeah
418: David: make sense?
419: AK: yeah yeah so it’s not just kind of fixing things
420: David: exactly yeah
421: AK: it’s actually sort of more
422: David: creative and everything
423: AK: creative yeah (.) yeah I see what you mean
In this extract, David and I collaboratively produce a description of his Gap Year 
work experience as something that was ‘creative’. David initially describes his work, 
fixing computers, as ‘real world’ and ‘real life’ (lines 415-416). Although I affirm 
this, I also summarise or compress previous information he has provided (at line 419). 
Moreover, I begin to produce a further description (at line 421), at which point David 
inteijects to assert that his work was ‘creative’ (line 422); a characterisation that I not 
only repeat but also affirm that I understand (line 423).
As well as indicating how collaborative talk produces accounts, this extract 
demonstrates how David is able to emphasise that the work that he undertook was not 
menial work. This is significant because young people who take a Gap Year, like 
those who are at school or college, may find themselves in low pay/low status, service 
sector employment. In this extract, therefore, David and I accomplish two objectives. 
Firstly, we agree that his Gap Year work experience was a valid experience; it was not 
a wasted experience. Secondly, we build rapport between us. Overall, we clarify a 
particular version of reality and a particular identification of David.
Clarifying a version of reality can also be viewed in the following extract, 
taken from Amanda’s account (extract 7.7). Amanda divided her Gap Year between 
living at home with her parents while working in a supermarket in her hometown, and 
travelling and working in Australia. At this point in the interview, Amanda and I are 
discussing her experience of being at university, since she was in the first term of her 
degree when I interviewed her. We are discussing how her Gap Year experiences 
have affected this. Here I summarise Amanda’s previous account of having to stay in 
the night before the interview in order to do her coursework as ‘having that balance’
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(line 622). Amanda has already indicated that this was not something she might have 
done prior to her Gap Year (line 617). Hence, my question (line 624) ‘makes sense’ 
given this information and acts as a means of clarifying whether Amanda actually 
views her Gap Year as important in this respect.
Extract 7.7
617: Amanda: but y'know a year ago maybe I’d’ve been more prone to (.)
y'know go with the flow sort of thing
618: AK: yeah
619: Amanda: and sort of sacrifice my academic (.) y'know (.) homework
or whatever
620: AK: yeah
621: Amanda: in order to go out and have a night of fun
622: AK: yeah so it’s about enjoying yourself (.) but working as well
623: Amanda: yeah having that balance
624: AK: yeah and you think you kind of got a feel for that during
your Year Out
625: Amanda: well yeah and the fact that if f  am sitting in tonight doing
this and everyone’s away out
626: I can just draw on the fantastic Gap Year I had
627: where I was out every flipping night
628: AK: yeah (laughs)
629: Amanda: y'know enjoying myself and just think back on those
memories
630: AK: yeah
631 : Amanda: and that helps me get through it but yeah
Two closely related features of this extract indicates that we are engaged in 
collaborative talk: first, the number of times that Amanda says ‘y'know’; second, the 
frequency of the word ‘yeah’, used by Amanda but more frequently by myself. In 
effect, Amanda is putting forward a hypothesis about her Gap Year: it has enabled her 
to concentrate on her university work. Her use of ‘y'know’ acts as a vehicle for 
seeking shared understanding. Hence, my responses affirm this.
The use of collaborative talk in constructing accounts was important for three 
reasons. Firstly, it suggested to my respondents that I was taking their accounts 
seriously. Secondly, it demonstrated to them that I shared their understanding of the 
Gap Year as a significant point in their lives. Thirdly, it demonstrated that I 
recognised the validity of the identity that they were building in their talk. 
Cumulatively, collaborative talk enabled us to produce a version of reality, in situ.
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Indeed, the three features that I have discussed here, opening styles, the collections 
‘travel’ and ‘work’ and doing collaborative talk, all structured and organised the 
accounts to produce the Gap Year as a phenomenon and the identity of the person 
who I was interviewing within the context of the interview. Thus, my orientation to 
these features is to analyse how they are member’s concerns, rather than social 
scientific concepts.
It is arguable that since I played a key role in constructing the object of study, 
the validity of my approach is problematic. It would seem to affirm Foucault’s 
critique of the Human Sciences: that they constitute the very objects they seek to 
examine (Foucault 1972; 1990). I recognise that I did ‘collaborate’ with my 
respondents in producing their accounts of the Gap Year. However, I am not seeking 
to construct a general theory of the Gap Year. My aim, as I have consistently stated, is 
to consider how young people who have taken a pre-university Gap Year account for 
this experience and what follows from this practice of accounting in terms of what 
categories and attributes are significant in their accounts. It is therefore imperative to 
consider these categories and attributes.
I noted above that Gap Year accounts,could include collections other than 
work or travel, but that these two collections form one way of segmenting my sample. 
Gap Year accounts could also contain categories and attributes relating to the 
collection education. This was because my respondents discussed their 'A' levels, 
schooling and experiences of university. Additionally, a couple of my respondents 
also discussed having to take a Gap Year because they had failed examinations. 
However, one case amongst my sample represents a ‘deviant’ case in this respect.
A deviant case?
When Alisha first contacted me to take part in the research, she explained to me that 
she was not sure if her experience actually constituted a Gap Year. I thought that this 
was interesting and decided to speak to her. In the interview itself, it became apparent 
that her experience did not actually adhere to the definition of a Gap Year that I had 
utilised. Alisha did not take a period of time-out of education after leaving school. 
Instead, she had attended a local Further Education college for the whole year in order 
to resit her A ’ levels. Therefore, in the ensuing empirical chapters I do not draw on
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Alisha’s account since her experience is fundamentally different to the others. What is 
interesting about Alisha’s account is her decision to seek, subsequently, to have her 
experience categorised as a Gap Year by taking part in my research. However, Alisha 
did not call her experience a ‘Gap Year’ anywhere in her account and I think this 
highlights two significant points.
First, attending an interview about taking a Gap Year represents an arena for 
legitimating an experience as a Gap Year. In this respect, Alisha’s experience could 
have become a Gap Year through her performative role in the interview. Secondly, 
‘naming’ an experience as a Gap Year has significant outcomes in terms of (a) the 
reflexive ordering of the experience and (b) how it can be used in the future in terms 
of positioning one’s biography. For Alisha, the interview represents a potential site for 
her to claim that her year in Further Education was a Gap Year. It is therefore highly 
significant that she did not do this and even more significantly, nor did I.
Partly, I think that not pronouncing Alisha’s experience as a Gap Year reflects 
my own position of authority, as interviewer and researcher, in addition to indicating 
that I was working with a definition of the Gap Year despite my desire not to set 
criteria in advance of participation. Furthermore, Alisha believed either that 
participation in the interview equalled validation or she did not seek this validation. 
Whichever the reason, Alisha’s ‘deviant’ case highlights the significance of context 
when considering accounts. As I noted in Chapter Five, my analytic perspective is 
oriented to a constant awareness of the context in which young people produce 
accounts of their Gap Year. This is something that I believe previous research 
concerning this phenomenon has largely occluded.
7.3 Closing the Gaps
In the following three chapters, I address some specific features of the accounts that I 
have gathered. These features are related to specific collections, categories, or 
attributes. In this section of the chapter I, therefore, briefly explain how these are 
interconnected and justify my reasons for focusing analytic attention upon each one.
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Developing the Self
One feature that was apparent in the vast majority of the accounts that I heard were 
notions of self-development, achieved because of taking a Gap Year. Respondents’ 
accounts were composed of CCAs that suggested that the Gap Year was a temporal 
and spatial medium through which forms of self-development had occurred. Telling 
their account therefore enabled these young people to do reflexive identity work; as I 
have indicated above, the interview provides the ‘discursive space’ to enable young 
people to achieve this. In Chapter Eight, I demonstrate how this ‘discursive space’ 
was used to address three attributes that are associated with self-development: 
confidence, maturity and independence. These attributes were a significant feature of 
the majority of the accounts that I heard. An example of the use of one of these 
attributes can be viewed in the following extract.
Extract 7.8
1588: AK: so what do you (.) if you had to sum up (.) sort of (0.1) in a few
sentences what the main legacy of having your Gap Year was for
you (.) what do you think it would be?
1589: Josh: er (0.1) I think (0.3) I think my Gap Year’s kind of built me much
more as a person 
1590: AK: hmmn
1591: Josh: erm (.) I feel much more able to do things on my own
1592: and I’m (.) much more mature
1593 : and (.) and I can think for myself
This extract comes from a latter section of Josh’s account. My question gives him the 
‘discursive space’ to reflect upon the “legacy” (line 1588) of his Gap Year. His 
response focuses on personhood; as such. Josh makes three facets of personhood 
conditional (lines 1591-1593). It is interesting to note how each element of this three- 
part list builds on Josh’s meaning of personhood: doing things “on my own”, being 
“more mature”, having the ability to “think for myself’. Thus, as his account unfolds. 
Josh demonstrates what he means by ‘building himself.
Treating the accounts of young people who have taken a Gap Year in this way 
represents a critical extension of previous studies of this phenomenon. As I noted in 
Chapter Four, these typically take the identities of young gappers as something which 
enables or constrains their ability to take a Gap Year: for example, middle-class
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gappers take middle-class Gap Years. Even when identity constructions are at the 
forefront of the analysis, such as in Beames (2004) study of an overseas expedition, 
the subsequent potential of accounts of the Gap Year to do identity work in a variety 
of contexts is not considered. Although these studies are important, they inevitably 
occlude the analysis of how identity work is being undertaken when young people 
talk about their Gap Years. In short, to borrow from Butler (1990), it is the doing that 
constructs the deed. Providing an account of a Gap Year is an example of reflexively 
constructing the Gap Year in the here and now and in so doing, performing identity 
work. It represents a means of emphasising, in the here and now, how the self has 
developed or changed from the past.
Change and Continuity in Relationships
In talking about confidence, maturity and independence the young people in my 
sample often related these to interactions with specific people, particularly family and 
friends. Furthermore, as the literature I reviewed in Chapter Three implies, young 
people’s relationships undergo change during young adulthood, but they also have 
elements of continuity as well. Certainly, the young people in my sample were no 
different. In Chapter Nine, I focus on two types of relationships that were particularly 
prominent in their accounts and which previous studies of the Gap Year have tended 
to occlude: relationships with family and friendships. Both of these are evident in the 
following extract.
Extract 7.9
1007: AK: and what about erm (0.2) well I’ll talk about when you came back 
in a minute
1008: but while you were there did you have much contact with family 
and with fiiends in England?
1009: or
1010: Luke: no (.) er no
1011: erm (0.2) the odd phone call to mother
1012: AK: yeah
1013: Luke: er (.) that’s about it
1014: probably every three weeks or so
1015: AK: yeah
1016: Luke: erm (0.4) not that there were many
1017: didn’t have many friends in England to stay in contact with 
(laughs)
1018: AK: yeah
1019: Luke: because everyone left as I said
1020: AK: yeah ,
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Here I introduce the topic of change in Luke’s family and friendships. Whilst this was 
the case in some accounts, in the majority my respondents raised the topic themselves. 
Here, Luke expresses his lack of contact with family and friends; the latter because 
his friendship group was small. Indeed, Luke is expressing a particular issue raised by 
many of my respondents: whilst taking their Gap Year their established friendship 
group had contracted as many had gone to university. Nonetheless, during their Gap 
Years all of my respondents formed new friendships; Luke, for example, had told me 
about a number he made during his travels to Canada. However, new friendships, as I 
discuss in Chapter Nine, although sometimes intense and intimate, were not always 
maintained after the Gap Year ended.
Luke did not discuss in much detail his relationship with his parents, although 
this was unusual as the majority of my respondents frequently discussed this. In most 
cases, they represented this relationship as undergoing changes both during and after 
the Gap Year. Again, I explore these in Chapter Nine.
Displaying capabilities, doing competence
As I noted in Chapter Three, young people who take a pre-university Gap Year are 
also engaged in establishing their competence to be classified as adult members of 
society. As such, they are engaged in the process of transition, becoming young adults 
by their actions. This, I argued, involves displaying a range of capabilities that can be 
viewed in their accounts of the Gap Year. A number of my questions were 
specifically oriented to encourage my participants to be reflexive and use this 
‘discursive space’ to imagine certain scenarios where their experience of taking a Gap 
Year could be useful. One, evident in the following extract, involved giving advice to 
others.
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Extract 7.10
1130: AK: if they came to you and said ‘[name] I’m thinking of having a Gap 
Year’
1131: what do you think you’d say to them?
1132: Becca: I’d say do it really
1133: AK: yeah
1134: Becca: it’s a once in a lifetime opportunity
1135: AK: hmmn
1136: Becca: I’d say I’d want to go and do something again
1137: but realistically I don’t know if I’ll ever get the time
1138: ’cos once you get into your career
1139: you’re in your career aren’t you?
1140: so definitely I’d do it
Here Becca displays her ability to be reflexive and be a knowledgeable agent. She can 
offer advice based on her experience, but she is also engaged in a reflexive form of 
life planning about her future that demonstrates an awareness of the potential 
restrictions that a career may place on her. In Chapter Ten, I discuss other examples 
like this, in addition to the ability to resolve contradictions and cope with unexpected 
events. I note that it is not that these capabilities are intrinsically ‘adult’; it is their 
contextual significance that indicates that these are examples of being competent. 
Therefore, by displaying these capabilities, as they were undertaken during the Gap 
Year, my respondents were actively, practically and artfully accomplishing their 
identities as adults, in situ.
7.4 Conclusions
In this chapter, I have demonstrated how my respondents’ accounts of their Gap Year 
are structured and organised according to several features. I have asserted that the 
structure of the interview, its opening, the use of the ‘travel’ and ‘work’ collections 
and the process of doing collaborative talk work to produce an account that is 
recognisably about the Gap Year. This indicates both the pertinence of my analytic 
perspective and why I have chosen to focus my attention on three specific topics that 
were discernable in my corpus of data. However, overall, I have begun to demonstrate 
why analysing the Gap Year through taking a detailed and situated look at the 
practices of accounting and the CCAs that are used, is a significant and important step 
in extending the sociological analysis of the intersection between identity, age and the 
Gap Year. I will return to this issue in Chapter Eleven. In the following chapter, I
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focus on three specific attributes of self that were apparent in the accounts 
themselves: confidence, maturity and independence. I discuss how these are related to 
notions of developing the self.
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Chapter Eight 
Developing the Self: confidence, maturity and independence 
in accounts of the Gap Year 
8.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I discussed how the structure and organisation of my 
respondents’ accounts of their Gap Years evoked certain identities, in terms of the 
type of Gap Year they had and the type of ‘gapper’ they were. In this chapter, my aim 
is to focus on how my respondents used their accounts to illustrate that developing the 
self was an outcome of taking a Gap Year. Specifically, I focus on three attributes 
related to self-development: confidence, maturity and independence. First, I explain 
in detail why I have chosen these three attributes. Subsequently, I examine different 
occasions when my respondents and I made these attributes relevant in their accounts. 
Finally, in the conclusion I bring together the analyses from these subsections in order 
to contend that confidence, maturity and independence are utilised to validate a Gap 
Year, incorporating the events into the self and identifying age characteristics in terms 
of both self and others.
8.2 Why explore confidence, maturity, and independence in 
young people's accounts of their Gap Year?
My rationale for exploring confidence, maturity and independence in young people’s 
accounts of their Gap Year is related to my literature review and, perhaps more 
importantly, to the appearance of these attributes in their accounts. I explained in 
Chapter One that a ‘cultural script’ exists that emphasises that those taking a Gap 
Year will be more confident, independent and mature as a result of their experiences. 
Hence, young people can draw on this script when providing accounts of taking a Gap 
Year. In turn, they reproduce and construct both the script and their own identities. In 
Chapter Four I discussed how the Gap Year has been conceptualised in developmental 
terms, either as a means of developing ‘personal capital’ or as a ‘rite of passage’ to 
adulthood (Beames 2004; Heath 2007). I have noted that this resonates with issues 
about the reflexive construction of self-identity in contemporary British society that I
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discussed in Chapter Two; in particular, that individuals are increasingly forced to 
construct their sense of self-identity themselves, it is not ascribed by social structures 
(Beck 1992; 1994; Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 2002; Giddens 1990; 1991; 1994). 
Indeed, as I noted in Chapter Three, this argument has fostered debates about young 
people’s complex transitions to, adulthood in contemporary society (Cieslik and 
Pollock 2002; Côte 2000; Côte and Allahar 1994; Evans 2002; Furlong and Cartmel 
1997; Henderson, et al. 2007; Holdsworth and Morgan 2005; Thomson, et al. 2002; 
Thomson, et al. 2004). Despite the complexity of becoming an adult, other studies and 
writers suggest that this process is still closely associated with performing certain 
aspects of self, of which confidence, maturity and independence are significant 
examples (Baker 1984; Hall, et al. 1999; Hockey and James 1993; Hockey and James 
2003; Holdsworth and Morgan 2005; Thomson, et al. 2004). However, as I noted in 
the section of Chapter Three devoted to biographical and situational notions of 
adulthood, these are not fixed but continually (re)produced and renegotiated as 
ongoing, situated accomplishments in talk-in-interaction (Baker 1984).
In this chapter, I explore how my respondents and I made confidence, maturity 
and independence relevant in their accounts. I consider why this is important and how 
it demonstrates that young people who take a Gap Year practice forms of identity self­
management in relation to others when discussing their Gap Year experiences. I argue 
that both my respondents and I also invoked and constructed normative dimensions to 
confidence, maturity and independence.
8.3 Exemplifications of confidence, maturity, and 
independence in accounts of the Gap Year
In this section, I will discuss how confidence, maturity and independence were 
exemplified in my respondents’ accounts. I had noticed that these attributes occurred 
frequently in the data, as the following figure indicates (figure 8.1). The majority of 
my participants introduced these attributes into their accounts themselves. Very 
occasionally, I either introduced them into the conversation or employed them to 
summarise the participant’s viewpoint. For instance, I might summarise a 
participant’s statement as indicating they were ‘more mature’. In the following turn of 
talk they would agree, disagree or elaborate.
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Figure 8.1: Interviews in which confidence, maturity and
confidence independence maturity
Abby No Yes No
Amanda Yes No No
Anna No No No
Becca No No Yes
Chantelle Yes Yes No
Claire Yes Yes No
David Yes No Yes
Hannah Yes No No
Jamie No Yes Yes
Jess Yes No Yes
Josh No No Yes
Julie No No Yes
Lindsey No No Yes
Lucy Yes Yes No
Luke Yes No No
Matthew Yes No Yes
Nikki No Yes Yes
Paul Yes Yes Yes
Rachel Yes No Yes
Sarah Yes Yes No
Scott Yes No Yes
Sophie Yes No Yes
Steven No No Yes
The figure indicates that only Paul’s account contained all three attributes, whilst 
most contained reference to one or two. Anna’s account contained no reference to 
these attributes at all. It is also apparent from this table that maturity and confidence 
were made relevant on more occasions than independence. However, analytically it is 
interesting to consider, not only why they became topics of conversation, but also 
how they were occasioned.
I have discerned two forms of classification that were used when these 
attributes were made relevant in the accounts: ‘neutral’ or baseline level and ‘by 
degree’. The following five examples (extracts 8.1 to 8.5) illustrate the difference 
between these two forms.
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Extract 8.1
387: Scott: I mean the one thing I would say is that it probably improved my
people skills no end 
388: AK: uh-ha
389: Scott: erm (.) interacting with people all the time
390: AK: yeah
391 : Scott: erm (.) and obviously coming across as confident and happy
392: y'know it did sort of make you into a sort of y'know ...
393 : and having to interact with colleagues as well
394: AK: yeah
In this extract, Scott claims that his Gap Year improved his “people skills” 
(line 387); something that he relates to being perceived as confident (line 391). He 
prefaces his statement with the term “obviously” and in the subsequent line by an 
unfinished utterance, that includes ‘y'know’ (line 392). These performative devices 
indicate that Scott is attempting to discern if we have a shared understanding of what , 
confidence actually is. In this sense, his use of this attribute is neutral; it refers to a 
state of being. A similar form can be viewed in the following extract, which is taken 
from the interview I conducted with Jamie.
Extract 8.2
1435
1436
1437
1438
1439
1440
1441
Jamie: y'know 'cos you go travelling and you’re on your own 
then (.) you’re independent 
so you need to learn how to be independent 
so yeah (.) a Gap Year would definitely aid in that if  you were 
going to go to university yeah 
or even if you weren’t 
even if you decided you weren’t going to go 
AK: yeah
Here Jamie associates being independent with travelling by oneself. Again, his 
use of ‘y'know’ before this statement attempts to ensure that I understand the validity 
of his statement. Jamie subsequently says that being independent is important; he 
views it as something that one must develop; that is, there is an element of 
prescription in his statement. Therefore, he is indicating that this attribute is both an 
important state of being and something that one must become.
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In contrast to the two extracts outlined above, the following three extracts 
illustrate how confidence, maturity and independence can be classified ‘by degree’; 
that is, one develops them by value or amount. This is implicit in the following 
extract.
Extract 8.3
1134: Lucy: I definitely know I wouldn’t have been as confident
1135: AK: hmmn
1136: Lucy: I probably would’ve coped
1137: AK: yeah
1138: Lucy: after a while
1139: AK: yeah
1140: Lucy: but not as easily as I did
Here Lucy states that she has become confident, suggesting that it is 
something she has developed. Moreover, she indicates that this attribute has different 
dimensions; ‘as confident’ implies that there are levels or values assigned to this 
attribute. Becoming confident has enabled Lucy to achieve something that she 
considered would be difficult. This latter form of classification is explicit in the 
following two extracts (extract 8.4 and 8.5 below).
Extract 8.4
1589: Josh: er (0.1) I think (0.3) I think my Gap Year’s kind of built me much
more as a person 
1590: AK: hmmn
1591: Josh: erm (.) I feel much more able to do things on my own
1592: and I’m much more mature
1593: and I can think for myself
Extract 8.5
886
887
888 
889
Sarah: I think (.) I’m not sure how I will have changed
but I guess that I probably have 
obviously I’m a lot more independent 
I can look after myself a lot more now
Josh’s claim that his Gap Year has made him “much more mature” (line 1592) 
indicates that he is classifying maturity ‘by degree’ and that he is representing his Gap
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Year as central in developing this state of being. Having more maturity implies that 
his current state of being is somehow better than his previous state, it means he is able 
to “think for myself’ (line 1593). Therefore, in this section of Josh’s account he 
suggests that maturity has normative dimensions. This is something that is also 
evident in the extract from Sarah’s account.
In extract 8.5, Sarah is responding to a question that I have asked her about the 
legacy of her Gap Year. It is notable that her claim that she is “more independent” 
(line 888), a classification ‘by degree’, is prefaced with the term ‘obviously’. Like 
Josh, Sarah is attempting to ensure that I understand that she associates developing 
this state of being with taking a Gap Year. Hence, like Lucy and Josh, Sarah 
represents her Gap Year as something that is enabling. Moreover, her use of the term 
‘obviously’ indicates that the two forms of classification that I have been outlining, 
‘neutral’ and ‘by degree’, are interchangeable and can be used, rhetorically, to 
emphasise a particular position or self-identity. Certainly, in the three instances that I 
have illustrated the implication is that the attributes are normative developmental 
milestones associated with growing up. They are noteworthy attributes of the self and 
experiential outcomes of taking a Gap Year.
Arguably, a key analytic point of interest in the two forms of classification I 
have identified in my data is related to the notion of being and becoming. These are 
temporal as well as ontological classifications. They indicate points in an account 
where change or continuity is being made relevant. Therefore, a ‘neutral’ or baseline 
classification of an attribute indicates that one views one-self in these ternis in an 
unproblematic manner; one is this state of being: for example, I am confident. In 
contrast, classifying ‘by degree’ indicates that one still is becoming attributable in this 
manner, a state of becoming. Certainly, in all of the cases in my sample where 
maturity was occasioned it was never classified as neutral, as a taken-for-granted form 
of being. Maturity was always described as something that one became during the 
Gap Year. It is therefore necessary to consider what occurred during the Gap Year to 
enable this to happen; to identify instances when my respondents or I made these 
attributes relevant and why developing these attributes was considered to be 
important.
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8.4 Gaining confidence, maturity and independence
This section of the chapter considers where and why confidence, maturity and 
independence are made significant in my respondents’ accounts of their Gap Year. In 
doing so, they identified certain environments and activities and additionally they 
expressed that developing these attributes was important to enable them to prepare for 
life at university.
Where are confidence, maturity and independence acquired during 
a Gap Year?
The means of acquiring confidence, maturity and independence that were narrated to 
me by my respondents were diverse but primarily dependent upon the type of 
activities or environments that they had experienced during their Gap Year. However, 
a unifying factor was that these activities or environments were in some way different 
from their everyday lives. Two principal differences were prevalent: experiencing 
different cultural environments and experiencing different working environments.
Acquiring confidence through travelling to a foreign country and experiencing 
a different cultural environment was evident in a number of accounts narrated by my 
respondents who had travelled for all or some of their Gap Year. It was most forcibly 
emphasised to me by Luke, who spent his Gap Year working and travelling in Canada 
(extract 8.6 overleaf).
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Extract 8.6
977: Luke: and (0.1) the moment that plane landed in Canada
978: erm (.) my life changed for the rest of it
979: AK: yeah (.) what makes you say that?
980: Luke: well it made me convinced that I can deal with foreign cultures
981: and being in a foreign country
982: AK: yeah
983: Luke: erm a lot easier than possibly other people y'know
984: I took a risk
985: AK: hmmn
986: Luke: and with some hard work it paid off
987: AK: yeah
988: Luke: and I’ve done that loads of times since
989: and every time it’s (.) paid off really
990: AK: yeah
991: Luke: it gave me a lot of confidence
992: AK: yeah
993: Luke: in er (0.1) just (0.1) yeah I mean it broadens your horizons your 
mind
994: and er (0.1) enables you to deal with a huge range of people
995: AK: hmmn
996: Luke: and a huge range of situations
997: and when things get tough
Luke’s striking assertion that “the moment that plane landed in Canada my life 
changed for the rest of it” (lines 977-978) is associated with gaining “a lot of 
confidence” (line 991). He credits this to engaging with “foreign cultures” and “being 
in a foreign country” (lines 980-981). It is noteworthy that Luke characterises this as 
“a risk” that “with some hard work it paid o ff’ (lines 984-986) since this 
categorisation of his experience draws upon an individualised discourse of self- 
improvement; one that is also evoked in his suggestion that “when things get tough 
you just pull through” (lines 997-998).
Luke’s account resonates with the suggestion that Gap Year travel experiences 
are an experiential and challenging rite of passage (Beames 2004). His use of 
category-bound activities, such as ‘hard work’, ‘took a risk’ and ‘broaden your 
horizons’, would not be amiss in a Gap Year guidebook or marketing campaign. In 
this sense, his account reflects certain representations of thé value of Gap Year travel 
that comprise part of the Gap Year ‘cultural script’. However, respondents who 
travelled mentioned confidence, maturity and/or independence less frequently in 
relation to travel experiences per se\ rather, the majority claimed to have developed
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these in relation to different work experiences undertaken during their travels.
Explaining that confidence, maturity and/or independence were gained in 
relation to experiencing different work environments whilst travelling, was 
predominantly related to being exposed to unfamiliar locations, activities and 
routines. In effect, my respondents claimed that these disrupted their taken-for- 
granted expectations, resulting in a reconfiguration of self. In the following extract, 
Matthew describes some of the activities that he participated in whilst working in a 
house for adults with learning disabilities in North America. Initially he describes this 
as “hard” (line 511) before he indicates that one event in particular was “quite 
unnerving” (line 524). He contends that his whole experience had been “a really big 
confidence booster” (line 515).
Extract 8.7
511: Matt: I mean what I did was hard
512: but I think probably that there are harder ones than that and easier
ones than that
513: but every situation improves your life experience
514: AK: yeah
515: Matt: I mean it was a really big confidence booster for me
516: I mean I ended school a bit low on confidence
517: and er I went there and realised I could do this
[...]
530: Matt: but it was a big confidence booster
531 : and just the fact the amount of responsibility I was getting
532: and by the end I was running the house basically
533: it proved to me I could do something like that
In this account, Matthew frames a description of his Gap Year work 
environment with features that I have discussed previously: for example, he quantifies 
confidence ‘by degree’. Having left school with a level of confidence that he 
considered was not enough, Matthew emphasises how he acquired a level of 
confidence that he considered appropriate during his Gap Year. However, although 
Matthew’s overseas voluntary work experience in a foreign destination exemplifies 
the ‘gold standard’ of Gap Year work experiences (Heath 2005), research participants,, 
such as Matthew, are effectively subjecting themselves to scrutiny, not only as 
accountable and reflexive interview subjects, but as adequate gappers; that is, they
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must justify their particular Gap Year to me, the interviewer. This section of 
Matthew’s account is particularly interesting because he employs two performative 
features of talk-in-interaction to concretise or justify his statement: a ‘show 
concession’ and an ‘extreme case formulation’ (Antaki and Wetherell 1999; Edwards 
2000; Pomerantz 1986).
A ‘show concession’ is a performative feature of talk-in-interaction, which has 
the effect of appearing to concede a point whilst simultaneously reinforcing one’s 
initial assertion. It is composed of a proposition, concession, and reprise structure. 
Matthew proposes, “what I did was hard” (line 511). He then concedes that his Gap 
Year can be positioned on a scale of difficulty (line 512). However, he then reprises 
his initial assertion by stating, “every situation improves your life experience” (line 
513). In short, Matthew reaffirms his initial statement by making the experience into a 
universal quality.
Following his use of a ‘show concession’, Matthew’s subsequent description 
of the effect of his Gap Year work experience on himself is an ‘extreme case 
formulation’: “a really big confidence booster” (line 515). He thereby rhetorically 
emphasises the extent of this transformation in himself. He emphasises this by 
reclassifying his experience, “by the end I was running the house basically” (line 
532). By legitimating his experience in this manner, Matthew is not only providing a 
particular representation of the Gap Year, he is actively utilising it in situ i.e. in the 
interview itself. It gives credence to his specific experience and the identity he is 
building of himself. Other Gap Year experiences, he indicates, may be ‘harder’ but 
that does not matter, the effect was the same: he achieved confidence; Matthew has 
thereby reached if not exceeded what he considers is an appropriate level of this 
attribute.
For those in my sample who remained in the UK during their Gap Year, 
exposure to different people and new activities in work environments was also 
recounted to me as a means of acquiring confidence, maturity and/or independence. In 
the following example, Lucy explains that she acquired confidence by impressing a 
specific group of people with her work.
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Extract 8.8
485: Lucy: because I was always quite shy when I was at school
486: AK: hmmn
487: Lucy: and probably was when I started work
488: AK: hmmn
489: Lucy: and then during the year as you get confident in your job
490: you kind of like get more confident in yourself
491: AK: yeah
492: Lucy: because (0.1) like I’d have meetings with managers that wanted
their website on
493: and they’d be like forty year old well paid managers
494: and they’d be impressed with what you did (laughs)
495: AK: right yeah
496: Lucy: so you do get confidence fi*om doing that
497: AK: yeah
Lucy initially categorises the people she impressed as ‘managers’, although 
she subsequently refines the characteristics of this social group according to their age 
and economic status. Lucy, in effect, indicates that ‘managers’ is a ‘duplicatively 
organised’ category; that is, individuals within this category have hierarchical 
positions that are tied to social status: for example, a shop supervisor and a company 
director can both be classified as managers yet their status is different. By specifically 
ascribing certain attributes to the managers she worked for, Lucy can be heard to 
emphasise her claim to be confident. Indeed, although it is not an ‘extreme case 
formulation’, her specification has elements of this performative device; it adds 
emphasis to her previous and subsequent claims to be confident. After all, her claim 
is unlikely to have had the same effect if she had described the people she impressed 
as ‘seventeen years old and poorly paid’; in this case, her work experience would 
have been a different sort of experience. In short, Lucy invokes tacit understandings 
about social status to validate her account and validate her assertion that she 
developed confidence through her Gap Year work.
Lucy’s extract makes clear that she viewed working for certain people as a 
means of gaining confidence. In contrast. Josh explained that working with certain 
people during his Gap Year gave him an insight into why being more mature was 
important to him, as extract 8.9 indicates.
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Extract 8.9
1589: Josh: er (0.1) I think (0.3) I think my Gap Year’s kind of built me much
more as a person 
1590: AK: hmmn
1591 : Josh: erm (.) I feel much more able to do things on my own
1592: and I’m (.) much more mature
1593 : and (.) and I can think for myself
1594: and I think that was mainly travelling
1595: erm (0.1) but also working as well
1596: it kind of gives you the impression that (0.1) it’s just a kind of (0.4)
it just gives you an insight into an aspect of life that you wouldn’t 
like to live 
1597: AK: hmmn
1598: Josh: for the rest of your life
1599: and it kind of spurs you on to do better in the future
1600: especially if you’ve got a kind of (0.2) a boring job like (.) being a
check-out person for six months
For Josh, like others in my sample who experienced low-pay/low-status 
employment during their Gap Year, possibly for the first time, the effects were 
similar: they emphasised that it was something that caused them to reflect on their 
future life trajectory, particularly their future career trajectory. Josh states that this 
form of employment “kind of spurs you on to do better in the future” (line 1599). 
Here we can see that Josh is, like Matthew, justifying his particular version of a Gap 
Year: for example, he follows his statement that he is “more mature” (line 1592) by 
explaining that his maturity was developed through travel and work; in short, his 
entire experience. In contradiction, however, to the possible suggestion that low- 
pay/low-status work is a wasted opportunity. Josh makes this experience work for 
him; it has, he claims, had a positive effect on his self. Being more mature has led him 
to develop a degree of reflexive thinking whereby he considers his future and what it 
could be like. Thus, like Lucy, he employs a ‘categorical exemplar’, a category of 
person who is undertaking a particular form of work in order to emphasise his 
assertion.
The examples outlined above indicate occasions in my respondents’ accounts 
where the discussion focused on their acquisition of confidence, maturity and 
independence during their Gap Years. However, my respondents also explained why 
gaining these attributes were important to them; in particular, they emphasised the
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need to acquire confidence, maturity and independence in order to be prepared for 
university.
Why gaining confidence, maturity and independence during a Gap 
Year is seen as important
A number of individuals explained to me that they took a Gap Year because they did 
not feel confident, mature or independent enough to go to university. In so doing, they 
offered an account of their Gap Year as a means of either developing or restoring 
these attributes in preparation for university; that is, they indicated that they had 
certain expectations about what university would be like. These are explicit in the 
following three extracts where Rachel, Hannah and Nikki describe developing 
maturity and restoring confidence during their Gap Years as significant in helping 
them to make decisions about going to university.
Extract 8.10
962: Rachel: but travelling definitely made me realise that university was right 
for me
963
964
965
966
967
968
969
970
971
I knew that I wanted to come back and get a better education really 
so erm (1.) yeah (.) yeah I’m glad I took a Gap Year 
'cos even if I had come to university and not travelled as I’d be 
doing coming straight from school 
AK: yeah
Rachel: I just don’t think I was mature enough 
I’d had enough 
I’m really young for my year
so (.) already I knew I was just like (.) I just wasn’t ready at all 
but the Gap Year definitely matured me a lot
In this extract, Rachel associates going travelling during her Gap Year with 
her subsequent decision to go to university. She makes her chronological age the 
relevant category to explain why she initially lacked maturity. Hence, her experience 
‘matured’ her ‘a lot’. However, she does not specify what it is about university that 
requires this level of maturity. This is something that Hannah and Nikki considered. 
The former because she lacked confidence as an effect of her poor 'A' level results, 
the latter because of the distance she would be required to move away from her home 
city.
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Extract 8.11
454: AK: and er how do you think the experiences you er had during your
Gap Year have affected you since?
455: Hannah: yeah well I’m just so glad I did that 
456: because like I say after I’d finished my ‘A’ levels there was
absolutely no way I could have gone to Uni 
457: I was really gutted
458: and er (.) in fact as soon as I’d come back from France I applied to
UCAS 
459: AK: r  right
460: Hannah: I just thought er that was a direct effect like 
461 : I thought I felt really confident
Here Hannah returns to an issue that she had made relevant at the start of her 
account: her poor 'A’ level results. She reiterates that these had prevented her from 
going to university as she had intended (line 456). Hannah represents her emotional 
response to this as feeling “really gutted” (line 457). Subsequently, however, she 
explains that her Gap Year experiences, particularly her experience in France, led her 
to re-apply to university (line 458). Hence, it restored her sense of confidence.
Hannah’s account can be contrasted to Rachel’s since she does not ascribe her 
lack of confidence to her age but to her intellectual performance. Taking a Gap Year 
was about restoring her confidence, not developing her maturity. Indeed, Hannah did 
not talk about maturity at all during her interview. This distinction is critical since it 
indicates that maturity and confidence are being represented as qualitatively different 
aspects of self; the former linked to age, the latter to experience. Perhaps more 
importantly, it indicates that when my respondents did talk about confidence, maturity 
and independence they always situated these attributes within events in their 
biographies.
It is apparent from the above discussion that the young people I interviewed 
considered that their Gap Year had prepared them for university life. Despite this only 
a few of my respondents indicated why, perhaps suggesting that they considered that 
such information was taken-for-granted. In the following extract, Nikki explained to 
me that being more mature and independent had enabled her to move away from her 
home city in the North of England to come to university in the South of England.
152
Extract 8.12
835: Nikki: so I mean (.) but I think also (.) if I’d been younger and decided to
come here 
836: AK: hmmn
837: Nikki: it would’ve been a lot harder
838 : and I think now that I’m more mature
839: I mean (.) I’m twenty-one in sort of a week’s time
840: AK: hmmn
841 : Nikki: I feel sort of able (.) I feel old enough and more mature (.) and
independent to come a long way from home
In this section of her account, Nikki indicates that she recognises that there is a 
tacit assumption that maturity and independence are related to chronological age, they 
are developmental attributes. Moreover, she suggests that when she was younger she 
would have found the transition to life at university more difficult because she had not 
developed enough of these attributes to leave home. Thus, she implies that there are 
certain expectations about university life and the role of maturity and independence in 
enabling one to integrate, successfully, into this new institutional arena. This is also a 
feature of Chantelle’s account, as demonstrated in the following extended extract 
(overleaf).
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Extract 8.13
775: Chan: I mean coming straight from 'A' levels going to university is such a
big step 
776: AK: hmmn
777: Chan: university is real life
778: whether you go to college or you go to a sixth-form (.) you’re still
(.) y'know it’s not for real 
779: AK: hmmn
780: Chan: erm (.) when you come to university you need to be prepared for
y'know total independence 
781: AK: hmmn
782: Chan: you don’t get spoon-fed anymore
783: AK: hmmn
784: Chan: and that’s something that a Gap Year will teach you
785 : whether you work or travel
786: AK: hmmn
787: Chan: you’re going to be out there on your own
788: AK: hmmn
789: Chan: and rather than having to suffer in your first year of university in
sort of being y'know you may well have moved away from home 
790: AK: hmmn
791 : Chan: and you’re finding it difficult to cope with the stresses of life
792: if you’re still living at home in your Gap Year and you go out to
work (.) you’ve still got the comforts of your family 
793: but you’re out there in the world of work (.) y'know for seven or
eight hours of the day 
794: and that is a good amount of time for you to learn to adapt to life
795: AK: hmmn
796: Chan: y'know as an independent being (.) not totally reliant on your
family
798: AK: hmmn
799: Chan: and if you travel (.) most people don’t travel for the entire year
800: AK: hmmn
801 : Chan: y'know people usually take a few months and they usually need to
work first to make the money 
802: AK: hmmn,
803: Chan: so (.) y'know but you’re travelling and y'know you’re having a
good time
804: but you’re out there on your own
805: it’s not like going to university where you’re having a good time
but you actually do need to do some work 
806: AK: hmmn
807: Chan: it’s just that a Gap Year (.) it’s for you
808: it’s just for you to (.) I suppose yeah prove something to yourself
809: AK: yeah
810: Chan: prove that you’re going to be able to do it at university
811: and you’ll just be so much better equipped when you come to
university
154
Chantelle’s account raises a number of significant points. Firstly, Chantelle 
invokes a broad definition of Gap Year experiences. She emphasises that a Gap Year 
will “teach you” independence regardless of whether you “work or travel” (lines 784- 
785). This is interesting because Chantelle is generalising beyond her own experience, 
which consisted of working as a temporary office clerk in a variety of companies 
whilst living at home with her mother, brother and husband. Her use of ‘you’ at this 
point in her account is inclusive. Hence, she positions her voice as authoritative in the 
context of the interview. This performative device gives additional weight to the 
substantive point she is making.
Secondly, Chantelle characterises going to university as “a big step” (line 775) 
and characterises a Gap Year as a means of ameliorating this transition. Indeed, she 
defines the Gap Year as a moratorium in which to adjust to a new stage of the life 
course, particularly a new stage in one’s educational career. She contends, “it’s for 
you... [to] prove something to yourself’ and be “better equipped when you come to 
university” (lines 803-807). Given Chantelle’s own position as a Gap Year taker who 
did not travel, her emphasis on the experiential benefits of working is unsurprising. 
She associates the Gap Year as a means of developing skills that are needed to 
successfully integrate into university life.
Finally, Chantelle also makes reference to “real life” (line 777). Other 
respondents also referred to a ‘real world’. These categories can be interpreted as an 
indication that the transition from school to university is about the movement from 
one arena to another, not only in terms of location but in terms of spaces of age. As I 
stated earlier, certain environments have connotations associated with a lack of 
independence, such as school. It is noteworthy that Chantelle characterises university 
as somewhere where “you don’t get spoon-fed anymore” (line 782). Chantelle uses 
this characterisation, which invokes images of childhood, to represent a contrast 
between two categories of education: Further and Higher. Thus, environments that 
respondents classified as ‘real’ in their accounts were frequently those that they 
associated with adulthood. In effect, their claims draw upon discourses about stages of 
the life course and status relationships in everyday life that revolve around age.
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Chantelle’s account appears to resonate with debates about the individualised 
character of contemporary life (Beck 1992; Giddens 1991). Her suggestion that the 
Gap Year helps when you are “out there on your own” (line 787) implies that 
individuals must reflexively construct their biographies themselves. This seems 
surprising given that Chantelle was married and lived with her husband, mother and 
brother, indicating that her status could be defined by her relationships to these people 
and her domestic roles. As such, it is possible to declare that Chantelle is not leading 
an individualised biography. She is nonetheless producing a discourse of 
individualism; she wants me to hear her Gap Year in these terms. Certainly, her 
constant reiteration of ‘you’ and her assertion that “you’re going to be out there on 
your own” (line 787) indicates that she believes that confidence, maturity and 
independence are widely held to be important characteristics for preparing to go to 
university.
8.5 Normative dimensions of confidence, maturity and 
independence in accounts of the Gap Year
This section addresses the notion of normative dimensions that I briefly identified in 
the opening section of this chapter. I argued that when my respondents used 
confidence, maturity and independence in their accounts they sometimes indicated 
that these attributes are classifiable by ‘degree’: for example, one could become more 
confident; a Gap Year should make one independent; experiences during the Gap 
Year could make one too mature. Here I will outline and discuss extracts that 
illustrate where my respondents and I attributed normative dimensions to confidence, 
maturity and independence. I have divided these into two instances. The first is 
evaluating normative dimensions of confidence, maturity and independence in 
relation to self. The second is strategically managing confidence, maturity and 
independence in relationships with others.
Evaluating normative dimensions of confidence, maturity and 
independence in reiation to self
In the previous section of this chapter, I indicated that confidence, maturity and 
independence were viewed by a number of my participants as attributes that could be 
gained during a Gap Year and were required in order to facilitate an educational 
transition. In doing so, I demonstrated that these attributes potentially have normative
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dimensions ascribed to them. A number of my respondents evaluated themselves in 
relation to these normative dimensions, noting instances when they became aware that 
they had attained or indeed exceeded an appropriate, or ‘normal’, amount. This can be 
seen in the following two extracts.
Extract 8.14
528: Sarah: and that was kind of another reason why I went
529: 'cos I thought that I should meet new people and things like that
530: AK: yeah
531 : Sarah: and yeah I thought it would give me more confidence and stuff
(0.1) being in a group of people that I wouldn’t normally chose to 
spend time with
532: it’s the sort of thing (.) that you should do sometimes
In extract 8.14, Sarah asserts that she believed that meeting new people during 
her Gap Year would give her more confidence. Hence, she classifies this attribute ‘by 
degree’. However, the feature of her talk that explicitly invokes a normative 
dimension is her assertion in line 532. In short, she indicates that one should 
undertake experiences that create more confidence; there is an element of prescription 
to her assertion. Matthew, in contrast, explained to me that he considered it was 
possible to acquire too much of an attribute for one’s age, in his case to be too mature. 
This can be viewed in the following extract.
Extract 8.15
428: Matt: and er (.) I worked in the Summer doing telemarketing
429: which wasn’t much fiin but a bit of a change
430: AK: hmmn
431 : Matt: so that was quite good to help me to get back into English life
432: and put a lot of er
433: 'cos I did notice at first I was very very serious
434: I’d almost lost my sense of humour
435: ‘cos I was nineteen
436: but having to do the work of a thirty year old
437: so I’d gone a bit too mature in a way
438: AK: hmmn
439: Matt: so it was good to get back mixing with my friends and going out
again
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Matthew’s use of maturity at this point in his interview is important for two 
reasons. Firstly, it demonstrates that, for him, maturity is tied to both chronological 
age and specific activities. He regarded the work he undertook during his Gap Year as 
significant for a nineteen year old but not for a thirty-year old. Indeed, he indicates 
that this was potentially problematic when he returned to his home life and peer 
group. Secondly, this was the second occasion during his account that he discussed 
maturity, this time in relation to a different context. Thus, Matthew demonstrates that 
he does not regard maturity as a fixed attribute of his identity per se but something 
that he ties to specific contexts. Prior to his Gap Year, he had not been mature enough 
to go to university; immediately after his travels to North America, he had become too 
mature fo r his age. Hence, Matthew imposes normative dimensions of maturity to 
different contexts, both in terms of location and age.
In the following example, Nikki also evaluates maturity in relation to her 
chronological age and spending her Gap Year in a location where she had to manage 
herself, particularly her behaviours, in order to appropriately ‘fit in’ to this location.
Extract 8.16
164: Nikki: erm (.) so it was y’know quite difficult to sort of (0.1) be around
and do socialising things because (.) I had to socialise with the 
people fi*om work who were a lot older than me 
165 : AK: right (.) how did you find that y'know interacting with people who
were older?
166: Nikki: yeah I mean some of them were really nice and they didn’t seem
older than me
167 : although they were a good (.) sort of twelve fifteen years older than
me
168 : but (.) at the same time I was like I couldn’t just...
169: sometimes I just wanted to mess around
170: whereas I couldn’t just do that
171: I had to be grown-up and mature all of the time
172: AK: yeah
173: Nikki: and I mean y'know they had their times when we used to have
174: we had a really nice time in the office (.) a good laugh and stuff
175: AK: yeah
176: Nikki: but I mean when you’ve been with someone all day at work you
don’t want to really want to be with them in the evening as well 
177: AK: hmmn
178: Nikki: erm (.) that’s a bit annoying (laughs)
179: AK: (laughs)
180: Nikki: so erm (.) I mean it was fine
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In this section of her account Nikki associates being mature with being 
constrained. She was constrained by her work environment and, in particular, by the 
age of her work colleagues. Being in this environment with these people, Nikki 
suggests, one was expected to be mature. That is, Nikki’s understanding of how she 
should perform her self in this environment creates the normative dimension of this 
attribute, in this instance. Indeed, she expresses this in terms of a contradiction, 
although indicating that it was “fine” (line 180), she notes that it was “a bit annoying” 
(line 178). Hence, there is an equivocation in her evaluation of being mature at this 
point.
Arguably Nikki’s account, like Matthew’s, demonstrates that an individual’s 
assessment of their confidence, maturity and independence will always be socially 
situated; that is, related to other people and the context in which it is being 
manifested. Such ‘situatedness’ can require one, as Nikki implies, to strategically 
manage oneself; something that Garfinkel (1984) associated in other circumstances as 
allowing individual’s to pass as ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ for the purposes of an 
interaction. Indeed, it was evident that many of my respondents ascribed normative 
dimensions to these attributes in their interactions with others; in effect, they 
strategically managed confidence, maturity and independence in relation to others.
Strategically managing confidence, maturity and independence in 
relation to others
Most of my respondents discussed confidence, maturity and independence in relation 
to other people. Sometimes this discussion took the form of a value judgement about 
the behaviour or attributes of their university peers who had not taken a Gap Year. 
This is evident in the following example, which is taken from the final section of 
Matthew’s account where he is discussing being at university.
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Extract 8.17
487: Matt: and there seems to be er (.) I dunno, a sort of difference between
personalities of someone like myself who has taken a Gap Year 
488: and someone who has come straight from school
489: AK: yeah what do you think is different?
490: Matt: it probably sounds really arrogant to say
491 : but I think quite often they tend to be more immature
492: AK: hmmn
493 : Matt: in a way they lack life experience
494: - I mean I haven’t got a lot of life experience
495: but I’ve got more than the people who come straight out of school
496: AK: hmmn
497: Matt: and they still have the same sort of school approach
498: they tend to be the ones who stay more in groups
499: and are less willing to integrate with others
Matthew initially suggests that he is different from his peers because they have 
different “personalities” (lines 487 and 488). Hence, he indicates that the category 
‘students’ can be heard as a ‘positioned category’ (Sacks 1995). Different members of 
this category are positioned according to their conspicuous display of a particular 
attribute. This attribute, he indicates, is maturity (line 491). Matthew is evidently 
aware that I could hear this characterisation as a moral judgment since he prefixes it 
with the claim that “it sounds really arrogant” (line 490). However, Matthew proceeds 
to explain why he believes that his judgement is correct by suggesting a reason for the 
immaturity of his peers: “they lack life experience” (line 493). In contrast, although 
not having “a lot of life experience” (line 494) Matthew has “more” than his peers 
who have “come straight out of school” (line 495). According to Matthew, lacking 
life experience causes these students to have a different approach to university life; 
they lack autonomy and are less social. Interestingly, he classifies these characteristics 
as a “school approach” (line 497). Therefore, Matthew suggests that his peers lack the 
normative dimension of maturity that he views as necessary for this context. 
Moreover, characterising their approach as a ‘school approach’ further infantilises 
these young people and ‘matures’ Matthew.
Matthew’s account highlights how ‘life experience’ is made an observable 
phenomenon for the purposes of making a distinction around the attribute of maturity. 
He also indicates how it is related to the behaviour of others through making a moral
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judgment. This can also be seen in the following extract where Josh makes a similar 
distinction.
Extract 8.18
1438: Josh: I seem to notice that people who have had a Gap Year seem much
more mature
1439: I mean I know they’re a year older and everything
1440: AK: yeah
1441 : Josh: but even so I think because they’ve either been to work or have
been travelling 
1442: or (.) they’ve just had that extra experience
1443 : whatever they’ve done in their Gap Y ears (.) it’s kind of (0.1)
matured them
1444: and (.) and (0.2) y'know I see the school-leavers
1445 : and they’re just throwing eggs about and shouting
1446: and (0.1)1 don’t think people that have had a Gap Year and had
that extra experience (.) are really like that 
1447: I think (0.1) y'know (.) I certainly can’t stand that anymore
1448: AK: yeah
1449: Josh: I may have used to have been like that
1450: maybe not that bad
At this point in the interview, Josh is describing to me how his university 
peers differ from himself. In so doing, he utilises a ‘contrast structure’ (Smith 1978) 
by comparing “people who have had a Gap Year” to “school-leavers” (lines 1438 & 
1444). The pivot of this ‘contrast structure’ is an expectation about how maturity is an 
effect of the Gap Year. Josh associates the lack of maturity of the ‘school-leavers’ 
with their behavioural characteristics of play and noise; these are made observable 
features. Thus, like Matthew, he indicates that those who have come to university 
directly from school are less developmentally prepared for being at university. In 
contrast. Josh is prepared: he has attained the right degree of maturity and ensures that 
I should recognise this.
This form of characterisation was a key feature of a substantial number of 
accounts that I heard. It indicates how the Gap Year can be justified as a worthwhile 
use of time during young adulthood. This may be particularly important in situations, 
such as an interview, where the validity of one’s experiences could be called into 
question. Certainly, it indicates support for the assertion that talk about Gap Year 
experiences does not automatically confer cultural capital upon one’s identity
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(Desforges 1998). It illustrates that individuals must manage any such performance 
both carefully and strategically. Two means of doing so that I discerned in my 
respondents’ accounts were invoking social class and gender distinctions.
In the following extract, David can be heard as justifying his claim to be more 
mature than his peers by his use of an ‘extreme case’, an individual who, for David, 
represents class privilege and idleness. Furthermore, I collaborate with David in 
constructing this claim.
Extract 8.19
579: David: I felt very different to a lot of the other people who’d come fresh 
faced from school
580: AK: did you (.) right
581: in what ways did you feel different?
582: David: erm (0.4) probably sounds really funny
583:
[...]
596: David:
probably more mature
but I think (1.) I was probably more focused than (.) some of the 
others
597: AK: hmmn
598: David: and there was this one guy
599: it’s probably worth telling this story
600: he got straight A’s 'A' levels
601:
[...]
616: David:
come from a private school
and he just infuriated me
617: but he’d got these grades obviously from like a (.) private school 
sort of thing
618: coming into the whole uni world and expecting it to be done for 
him
619: AK: hmmn
620: David: and that just infuriates me
621: coming from the world of work where if you don’t do something it 
doesn’t get done
622: AK: yeah
623: David: it used to drive me wild
624: and he got kicked out after the first term
625: AK: did he (.) right
626: David: yeah (laughs)
627: AK: (laughs)
628: David: which was a blessing from my heart (laughs)
629: AK: (laughs)
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David’s class-ification of this individual can be heard as having a moral 
dimension in the latter section of the extract (lines 624-629). His explanation that this 
individual has been expelled from university is coupled with laughter and a sarcastic 
summation of his response (line 628). In co-producing David’s laughter I have 
acknowledged David’s viewpoint, thereby tacitly affirming his (and indeed my own) 
understanding of social class positions and conflict. David and I are thereby affirming 
a normative dimension to his maturity; we tacitly imply that “expecting it to be done 
for him” (line 618) is not normal for a university context and therefore not mature 
behaviour. However, in other accounts that I heard, distinguishing oneself from other 
students was less forthright, since some of my respondents wanted to minimise any 
distinctions between themselves and their peers. Instead, other respondents like 
Becca, who in the following extract invokes a gendered categorisation of herself, 
emphasised the moral and aged qualities of their own behaviour as a means of 
establishing this distinction.
Extract 8.20
1020: AK: and what do you think (0.3) do you think it sort of matured you in
many ways?
1021: Becca: er yeah (.) it must of
1022: I can’t see how something like that doesn’t (laughs)
1023: AK: yeah
1024: and did you find therefore (.) when you came to university (0.1 ) did
you feel that there was a (0.1) difference between you and the other 
students who’d come straight from home?
1025 : Becca: (laughs) I felt very mothering 
1026: AK: (laughs)
1027: Becca: yeah very much like I was mothering people 
1028: AK: right
1029: Becca: 'cos they’d just moved away from home 
1030: and they were missing their family
1031 : and I was ‘oh it’s alright they’re only a couple of hours away’
1032: that kind of support and care
1033: but then some people didn’t know how to peel potatoes
1034: or cook chicken and I’d been doing that for myself for years
1035: so (.) I remember telling people how to cook things
1036: and (.) y'know just things like that
1037: I felt a level ahead of everybody
1038: AK: right
1039: Becca: 'cos I’d already done a lot of things that most people don’t do until 
they get to university 
1040: AK: yeah
1041: Becca: but yes very much like a mother
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Becca’s use of the category of ‘mother’ in this extract is important for a 
number of reasons. Firstly, it represents an explicit gendering of the self. Indeed, 
Becca is not only representing herself in terms of femininity but potentially in terms 
of heterosexuality. In so doing, she claims an aged identity; ‘mother’ is a category 
from the collection ‘(female) stages of life’: for example, daughter-mother- 
grandmother. It also represents an adult stage of this collection. Becca’s occasioning 
of the category ‘mother’ enables her to perform this aged and gendered distinction to 
me, despite her own biographical position as ‘daughter’. Secondly, her use of 
‘mother’ can be heard as an attempt to minimise the difference between her and her 
peers, since motherhood can be associated with activities of “support and care” (line 
1032). Therefore, I contend that Becca recognises, and wants me to recognise, that 
her Gap Year experiences could potentially distinguish her from her peers, describing 
herself as “a level ahead of everybody” (line 1037). However, Becca’s use of laughter 
in her description adds an ironic tone to her account. She indicates that the categories 
‘student’ and ‘mother’ are not necessarily congruent; there may be problems in 
performing these two identities, creating the potential for ‘ontological insecurity’ 
(Giddens 1991).
In these extracts, my respondents ascribe normative dimensions to confidence, 
maturity and independence when they are using these attributes to indicate 
distinctions between themselves and others. They describe others as being less 
mature, confident or independent than themselves. They do so by indicating that their 
peers lack the appropriate degree of these attributes for the context in which they are 
currently located: university. However, sometimes my respondents viewed these 
distinctions as problematic and sometimes rejected them. In short, they strategically 
managed themselves so that any confidence, maturity and independence that they 
believed that they had acquired as a result of taking their Gap Year did not become an 
impediment to forming relationships with other students. This can be seen in the 
following two extracts (extract 8.21 and 8.22).
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Extract 8.21
897: Nikki: and they’ve just assumed I’m like eighteen
898: they don’t assume I’m older which I think is nice because it means
that I’m not coming across as too mature 
899: AK: yeah
900: Nikki: and they’re not thinking ‘oh she’s too old to be my friend because
I’m eighteen and she’s twenty-one’
901 : which is good because the majority of people are eighteen
The central feature of this section of Nikki’s account is her indication that 
attributes of the self must be performed and ordered appropriately; in this case, Nikki 
has to manage them whilst she is getting to know her university peers. Hence, Nikki 
indicates that there are normative expectations relating to age and behaviour amongst 
her peer group. Her concern that she may appear to be “too mature” (line 898) reflects 
this concern. Thus, Nikki’s account illustrates a potential problem for young people 
who have taken a Gap Year, although they may feel more mature this could 
potentially have negative consequences in their relationships. Sarah also noted this in 
her account, although she rejects the assertion that taking a Gap Year means that one 
will automatically be different from other students who have not had this experience.
Extract 8.22
888: Sarah: obviously I’m a lot more independent
889: I can look after myself a lot more now
890: you come here and you meet people who have come straight from
school
891 : when me and my friends were coming to uni
892: there was a few of them who were sort of worried about being with
the people who were younger 
893 : and I thought ‘well that’s not really going to make much
difference’
894: the majority of people won’t actually be able to tell
895: there are obviously going to be some who obviously haven’t had as
much experience as others 
896: AK: yeah
897: Sarah: but then a lot of people
898: even if  they are a year younger
899: they’ve been working and stuff
900: so it’s not too bad
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Sarah’s account of distinction between self and others is different from 
previous examples I have discussed. Instead, she emphasises that there may be some 
distinction associated with age, although this is not obvious. Indeed, she is keen to 
explain that people “who have come straight from school” (line 890) will not be able 
tell that she has taken a Gap Year. Sarah explains that, despite her greater experience, 
there is not a significant difference between herself and her peers; they too have 
experienced “working and stuff’ (line 899).
Sarah’s account is interesting because although she indicates how she has 
developed, claiming that she is now more independent (lines 888-889), she does not 
utilise this attribute to distinguish herself from others. Indeed, her account suggests 
that being viewed as different is not an identification that she wishes her peers to 
recognise. I am not suggesting that Sarah never performs such a distinction; certainly, 
following this section of her account she continued to discuss the theme of age by 
noting how young people in American society are treated differently and hence made 
distinctions on cultural grounds. My point here is that Sarah does not perform such a 
distinction in relation to those in her current environment, her fellow students. 
Therefore, any suggestion that those who take a Gap Year always use their 
experiences to distinguish themselves from others is too simplistic. They 
conceptualise these distinctions within particular contexts, for particular purposes.
8.6 Conclusions
In this chapter, I have analysed three attributes that my respondents associate with 
developing the self: confidence, maturity and independence. At the beginning of the 
chapter, I explained that I had chosen to focus on these attributes because of my 
review of the literature related to identity, age and the Gap Year, but more importantly 
because these attributes frequently occurred in my respondents’ accounts. My analysis 
has demonstrated that my respondents view gaining these attributes as important 
developmental outcomes of taking their Gap Year. Developing the self in this manner 
is important, they suggest, because it had enabled them to prepare for university. As 
such, my respondents are situating themselves in relation to the ‘cultural script’ of 
both the Gap Year and norms associated with becoming an adult. Hence, they portray 
themselves as more confident, mature and independent as a result of having taken a
166
Gap Year and consequently view themselves as more adult. However, their accounts 
also demonstrate that these attributes are subject to normative understandings in terms 
of one-self and others. Hence, suggesting that one is more mature, or confident, or 
independent, is a form of identity work; one that is situated and tied to specific 
contexts. Being too mature in the wrong context, they indicate, is as problematic as 
not being mature enough.
It is notable that at the end of many of the interviews I was asked, “was that 
what you were looking for?” Thus, performatively my respondents were enacting 
distinctions between normal and abnormal. However, this is not a clear distinction. 
Ethnomethodologically, these young people, and indeed myself as interviewer, are 
employing the ‘documentary method of interpretation’ (Garfinkel 1984). We 
continuously define and refine the meaning of their Gap Year during the time we are 
together and similarly we define and refine the normative dimensions of confidence, 
maturity and independence in this experience.
Although it is possible to conceptualise their accounts as indicative of a 
‘reflexive project of the self (Giddens 1991) I think that this is too simplistic. 
Together, my respondents and I are using an account of their Gap Year in order to 
construct an identity in the here and now. For Heath (2007), following Brown et al 
(2003), such a project concerns the development of ‘personal capital’; an assertion 
that I do not necessarily disagree with. However, it is arguable that this is not the only 
form of capital that my respondents are constructing in this discursive space. I 
contend that as confidence, maturity and independence are related to age, my 
respondents and I are engaged in constructing a form of aged identity capital. 
Effectively, we are engaged in the process of developing the self along an age axis. I 
will return to this theme in the concluding chapter. Chapter Eleven. However, in the 
following chapter I consider how the relationships that are implicit in talk of 
confidence, maturity and independence are themselves a significant feature of 
accounts of the Gap Y ear.
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Chapter Nine 
Change and Continuity in Relationships 
9.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I examined how my respondents and I discussed developing 
the self in relation to three attributes: confidence, maturity and independence. It was 
notable that in many instances my respondents discussed these attributes in relation to 
other people. The aim of this chapter is to examine two collections of ‘other people’ 
that were especially evident in their accounts: their relationships with their family and 
their friends. Moreover, when discussing these relationships, my respondents 
emphasised to me how they had changed and how they had continued to stay the 
same; in short, they indicated that their Gap Year had been a period during which they 
renegotiated and repositioned their relationships with their parents and fnends to 
differing extents.
First, I will explain in more detail why I have chosen to focus on the theme of 
relationships, and in addition, why change and continuity are pertinent to this 
discussion. I subsequently focus on three features pertaining to family relationships I 
noted in my respondents’ accounts: the role of family members in the decision to take 
a Gap Year; emotional responses to leaving home during a Gap Year and maintaining 
contact; and repositioning family relationships during and after a Gap Year. I then 
analyse three features relating to friendships: change and continuity within established 
fnendship groups; friendships formed during the Gap Year; and change and 
continuity in fidendships at the end of the Gap Year. Finally, I discuss the key points 
of my analysis.
9.2 Why change and continuity in relationships matter in 
accounts of the Gap Year
In my review of the literature relating to identity and adulthood, I noted that 
relationships have been viewed as indicative of social and personal change: for 
example, I noted that relationships are said to be undergoing a period of
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individualisation and detraditionalisation in contemporary Western societies (Beck 
and Beck-Gemsheim 1995; 2002; Giddens 1992). They are no longer constrained by 
roles, obligations and collective expectations, rather they are now characterised by 
choice and negotiation. Conversely, other evidence suggests that young people’s 
relationships are still structured within institutional settings: for example, old 
relationships change and new ones are formed when one leaves an educational 
institution and begins another (Brooks 2002; 2003; 2005; Holdsworth 2006; Lahelma 
2002; Maizels 1970; Thomson, et al. 2002). Moreover, young people’s relationships 
within their families are structured throughout childhood and adolescence yet have the 
potential to change during the process of leaving home (Holdsworth and Morgan 
2005). Finally, friendships forged in childhood may or may not remain into 
adulthood, whilst they may be renegotiated (Henderson, et al. 2007). Marriage, 
childbirth, divorce and bereavement may change the nature of existing friendships 
(Allan 1996; Pahl 2000). However, young people are embedded within networks of 
relationships that undergo change but also have elements of continuity. As the 
‘Inventing Adulthoods’ studies suggest, transitions to adulthood do not always bring 
about changes, as certain relationships are sustained or remained fixed (Henderson, et 
al. 2007).
In the preceding chapter, I argued that the Gap Year is not exceptional in this 
respect. It is always experienced in relation to others: for example, I suggested that 
some of my respondents emphasised to me that they strategically managed 
confidence, maturity and independence in relation to their university peers. The Gap 
Year, therefore, is undertaken through, conducted within and has an affect upon an 
individual’s social relationships. Indeed, my respondents’ accounts were composed of 
a number of different categories of relationships, predominantly those relationships 
with family members and with friends.
9.3 Change and Continuity in Family Relationships
Perhaps unsurprisingly the majority of my respondents made their family 
relationships a key feature of their accounts. On the few occasions when they did not 
provide this information, I specifically sought to gain some indication of family 
background and relationships by prompting for it. When discussing their family
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relationships my respondents made a number of key features relevant: the role of 
family members in their decision to take a Gap Year; emotional responses to leaving 
home during a Gap Year and maintaining contact; and repositioning family 
relationships during and after their Gap Year.
Role of family members in the decision to take a Gap Year
The role of family members in the decision to take a Gap Year is a feature of the
following two accounts. The first appears to indicate that a parent had a definitive 
role; the second that this role was minimal.
Extract 9.1
09: Julie: I was writing my UCAS applications
10: and I literally got into such a muddle about it
11: and my school was very supportive
12: but I was just like (.) T can’t decide where I want to go and what I
want to do’
13: I had no idea because you have to apply so early
14: AK: yeah
15: Julie: and so my mum (.) she said to me Took just have a year out and
decide in that year 
16: AK: oh right so it was your mum’s idea
17: it was my mum’s
18: yeah
hi this extract, Julie positions her own role in her decision to take a Gap Year 
as minimal. Indeed, she claims that it was her mother who suggested the idea; she 
thought that it would resolve a problem Julie experienced when she finished school: 
her indecision about where to go to university and what she claims was her ‘muddle’ 
over the application process. Thus, Julie represents her mother as definitive in her 
decision, suggesting that Julie should regard the Gap Year as a time when she could 
reflect on her future education.
In contrast, Steven represents his parents’ role in his decision to take a Gap 
Year as minimal. Steven worked at an outdoor activity centre in the UK for the 
majority of his Gap Year. In this extract, he initially states that he did not know how 
his parents felt about his decision to take a Gap Year. Indeed, his response surprised 
me and I rephrased the question, to which he again repeated, “I don’t know” (line 
1059). However, as his account progressed it became apparent that Steven’s parents
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were not indifferent to his decision to take a Gap Year; rather, because he had 
deferred his university place their concern was focused on the type of Gap Year he 
was going to undertake.
Extract 9.2
1053 : AK: erm (0.2) how did your family view you doing your Year Out?
1054: y’know what did they think of it?
1055: Steven: I don’t know really
1056: AK: hmmn
1057: (pause)(0.4)
1058: I mean did your parents think it was a good idea?
1059: Steven: I don’t know (laughs)
1060: I think at the time there was a little bit of a perception about
whether University or employers deemed it a good idea to do
[...]
1080: Steven: and they never really (0.2) kind of (.) I don’t think they really 
encouraged me to do it 
1081: but they never discouraged me either
1082: AK: yeah
1083: Steven: they just said ‘oh if that’s what you want to do then that’s ok’ 
1084: AK: yes
1085: Steven: y’know ‘go and see what happens’ (laughs)
1086: because I think I’d already got my place at Uni really
1088: AK: yeah
1089: Steven: and it was very much ‘oh if I get it I’ll just defer’ the placement. 
1090: AK: hmmn
1091 : Steven: and I think that my parents thought that as long as the University 
was happy about that then that’s ok 
1092: AK: yeah
Both of these accounts depict parents as concerned about the future welfare 
and well-being of their children. My responses to both are noteworthy because I had 
expected the young people in my sample to indicate that their parents had been 
concerned about their decision; hence, Steven’s account initially confounds my 
expectation. Similarly, Julie’s account surprised me because I had not expected 
parents to instigate their child’s Gap Year. Hence, both of these accounts indicate my 
own taken-for-granted understandings of what is ‘appropriate’ in terms of parents’ 
role in their child’s decision to take a Gap Year. They illustrate how my own tacit 
understandings, informed by the ‘cultural script’ of the Gap Year, are breached by 
what I hear. However, both Julie and Steven offer accounts of parental concern. They 
do not portray themselves as young people whose relationships with their parents
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were emotionally or socially disadvantaged. Their decision to take a Gap Year did not 
appear to breach their parents’ tacit expectations about their child’s future life 
trajectory; in short, they did not raise objections to the idea of taking a Gap Year, 
possibly because it did not disiupt their own taken-for-granted expectations. 
Certainly, some of the young people in my sample explained to me that this was 
because other family members had already taken a Gap Year as the following extract 
indicates.
Extract 9.3
52: Paul: but I led a very similar path to my brother er y'know
53: through school and then through ‘A’ levels kind of thing
54: AK: yeah
55 : Paul: and him being five years older you get that whole kind of look up
to your brother quite a lot 
56: AK: yeah
57: Paul: and it was almost, y’know it was just assumed that I’d go to
University 
58: AK: right
59: Paul: and it was assumed that I’d be doing very similar things to my
brother
60: as such from quite young, y’know
61 : from five years previous to where I would take a Year Out
62: I’d always thought it’s fairly normal to take a Year Out and do stuff
In this extract, Paul clearly indicates that taking a Gap Year was viewed as a 
‘normal’ route into Higher Education within his family. Certainly, he tells me that his 
older brother’s experience had influenced his decision to take a Gap Year. It also did 
not appear to cause any tension within his family. Very few of my respondents 
recounted to me that taking a Gap Year had led to conflict with their parents. Some 
did emphasise to me that their parents were concerned that they might not fill their 
time effectively during their Gap Year. I noted above that Steven suggested that his 
parents were concerned about the type of Gap Year he was going to take. This 
concern is also evident in the following extract, taken from Claire’s account. In 
explaining why, however, Claire emphasises that her mother recognised why taking a 
Gap Year was necessary for her.
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Extract 9.4
289: Claire: and so they were like ‘ok fine (.) what are you going to do?’
290: so I said ‘well I’m going to (.) y'know I think I’ll redo my 'A' levels
and I think I’ll do this (.) and I’ll get a job and I’ll make it work’ 
291 : and erm I think perhaps to start with they were a bit sceptical
292: but (.) I think that (.) a few months into it my mum said to me ‘oh
erm (0.1) I think this was one of the best decisions you could’ve 
made (.) 'cos I don’t think you were ready to go’
293 : ‘and I’d never had said that to you but you weren’t ready’
294: AK: yeah what do you think she meant by that?
295: Claire: I think erm (.) I dunno (.) I think perhaps she meant that (.) not
necessarily intellectually but mentally perhaps I wasn’t ready to let 
go of being at home 
296: AK: hmmn
In this extract, Claire initially indicates that her parents were sceptical about 
her decision to take a Gap Year because they were concerned about how she would 
use the time. In this respect, she offers a similar account to Steven. However, what is 
significant about Claire’s account is her explanation of why her mother, 
retrospectively, affirmed that her decision was correct: she did not think that Claire 
was ‘mentally’ ready to leave home. This is not something that her mother told her 
directly, it is Claire’s interpretation. In short, Claire suggests to me that her decision 
not to leave home during her Gap Year was not simply a practical matter; it was 
ontological, related to how she felt about herself. Overall, all of these accounts 
express the centrality of parents in the decision to take a Gap Year. Furthermore, my 
respondents also told me about their different responses to leaving home, especially 
amongst those who travelled during their Gap Year.
Emotional responses to leaving home and maintaining contact
Many respondents who had left home to go travelling during their Gap Year described
emotional responses to this event, together with some discussion of how contact was, 
or was not, maintained with family members. In the following extract, which comes 
from Amanda’s account, she emphasises to me that travelling made her reassess how 
she felt about home. It is also interesting to note how she strategically managed her 
emotional response by minimising contact.
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Extract 9.5
352: Amanda: I never thought I was a home bird until I left home
353: I always had so much ambition
354: and I just was prepared to go anywhere and do anything in 
order to sort of maximise (.) my life (laughs)
355: AK: yeah
'356: Amanda: so I was prepared to (.) although I was homesick (.) in 
Australia I always thought ‘well I’m in Australia for god’s 
sake’
357: AK: (laughs)
358: Amanda: ‘I’m having a fantastic time’
359: y'know I’m always going to be able to go back to that
360: but I’m not always going to be able to (.) come back here
361: so
362: AK: yeah
363: Amanda: just put aside all negative thoughts and maximise what 
you’ve got and keep going on
364: AK: yeah (.) and did you sort of keep (.) did you sort of email 
and phone and things like that?
365: Amanda: no er well no I didn’t that much
366: erm apart from y'know to my parents once every couple of 
weeks
367: I just found it easier to deal with it if I just cut it out
368: AK: right yeah
369: Amanda: cut it out completely
370: AK: yeah
371: Amanda: 'cos when I would ring home then I started getting homesick
372: and ra ra ra
373: AK: yeah
374: Amanda: so it was easier just to block that all
Amanda categorises herself in this section of her account as a “home bird” 
(line 352) because of her emotional and physical response to being separated from her 
home: homesickness. By claiming that this response surprised her, as it was not 
something that she had experienced before, she emphasises that being homesick is 
something that she regards as both negative and in need of control. Certainly, her 
subsequent claim that she kept contact with her parents to a minimum whilst she was 
travelling illustrates her attempt to manage, strategically, this emotional response. In 
contrast, in the following extract (extract 9.6) Sophie, who also travelled during her 
Gap Year, rejects the suggestion that she missed her family at all.
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Extract 9.6
572: AK: yeah (.) was there anything that you kind of missed about home
during that year?
573: Sophie: home cooking (laughs)
574: AK: home cooking (laughs)
[...]
581 : Sophie: but to be honest I didn’t really miss much 
582: AK: yeah
583: Sophie: as I said I didn’t get homesick so 
584: AK: hmmn
585 : Sophie: no (0.1.) sadly I didn’t actually miss my parents or my brother 
586: I know that sounds quite selfish
587: but (.) erm (.) I had no reason to
588: AK: yeah
Sophie’s account can be contrasted to Amanda’s because she states that she 
did not have an emotional response to leaving home; indeed, her response is 
recounted as being entirely practical. She indicates, however, that this account could 
breach common sense understandings about how young people should feel about their 
parents since she attributes it to being “quite selfish” (line 586). Her description, 
therefore, utilises a ‘show concession’, a rhetorical device used to construct and 
defend a position, especially one that appears to transgress taken-for-granted attitudes 
or behaviours. Sophie uses this device to build an identity within the context of the 
interview as someone who is not overly emotional or attached to her parents. 
Although she concedes she missed certain activities related to home, such as home 
cooking, she clearly states that she was not ‘homesick’.
The question of homesickness is important because of its association with 
childhood dependence. In emphasising that homesickness was either something that 
had been conquered (Amanda) or not experienced at all (Sophie), both of these young 
women emphasise to me that they had reflected on their relationship with home and 
their own status as children and/or adults. For them, to be homesick implies that one 
has not yet attained an appropriate degree of autonomy from one’s parents. However, 
it should be noted that I interviewed both Amanda and Sophie in their first term at 
university. This context may be significant since either they or their friends could be 
experiencing a degree of homesickness. Hence, stressing that they were in control of 
these emotions in the interview may have been a strategic performance that reflects
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their current experience. Effectively, they are utilising the interview as a ‘discursive 
space’ to demonstrate their current autonomy. Moreover, they demonstrate that 
leaving home during a Gap Year is not a simple decision but one that is embedded 
within social relationships.
Respondents’ accounts also identified maintaining contact with home during a 
Gap Year as indicative of other issues rather than emotive responses to separation. In 
the following extract, Abby suggests that instrumental and practical reasons were also 
important.
Extract 9.7
152: Abby: 
153:
154: AK: 
155:
156:
157: Abby: 
158: AK: 
159: Abby:
160:
161:
AK:
Abby:
162
163
164
165
166
167:
168: AK:
169: Abby: 
170: AK:
but (0.1) I sort of kept in touch 
kept sending things home so 
yeah
did you sort of like phone a lot? 
or email?
erm emailed a lot because obviously that’s cheaper 
yeah
and I phoned (.) I phoned sort of every (.) every three or four weeks 
or something
or unless there was a special occasion in which case I’d phone 
erm (.) and then when it came to the time (.) 'cos my parents had to 
apply for all my finance for university on my behalf 
oh
which caused a couple of problems with the LEA 
'cos obviously they wanted me to do it all 
erm (.) so I had to phone every now and again 
and sorting out my accommodation for the university as well kind 
of was a bit
they had to do it all on my behalf 
right
so I was on the phone to them quite a bit then 
yeah
Prior to this extract, Abby had informed me that she found it difficult to leave 
her family, particularly her younger siblings, during her Gap Year. However, it is 
apparent from the extract that her reason for keeping in contact with home during her 
travels was also associated with practical issues concerning the arrangement of 
university finances and accommodation. This raises interesting questions about the 
reasons for contact between gap year travellers and their parents whilst they are away 
from their family home. Previous research has indicated that contact is both frequent
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and used as a form of security for parents, as well as travellers'^. Abby’s account 
implies that despite leaving home she is instrumentally dependent on her parents; as 
she states, “they had to do it on my behalf’ (line 167). Keeping in contact with her 
parents was an instrumental way for Abby to fulfil her obligations to her Local 
Education Authority (LEA), without being physically present. Hence, she implies that 
certain rights and obligations associated with family membership were still expected 
and performed. These are rights and obligations associated with assisting one’s child. 
For some of my respondents, these rights and obligations sometimes underwent a 
renegotiation during their Gap Year; as such, they reported to me that their Gap Year 
was a period during which they repositioned family relationships. To be sure, making 
them observable and reportable in their accounts thereby enables them to reproduce 
this transition in the here and now, in situ.
Repositioning family relationships during and after a Gap Year
Throughout my sample, accounts of repositioning relationships with parents were
prevalent. For Nikki, leaving home was a practical attempt to create some stability in 
her home environment. This was something that she felt that she had lacked during 
her adolescence. Moreover, she equated leaving home with a transition in how her 
parents viewed her, as the following extracts illustrate.
See report in MacLeod, D. 2005 'Study Shows What Students Do On a Gap Year 
' The Guardian, London. 03/03/2005.
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Extract 9.8
195: Nikki: 
196: AK: 
197: Nikki: 
198:
199:
200: AK: 
201: Nikki: 
202: AK: 
203: Nikki:
204:
205: AK: 
206: Nikki:
207: AK: 
208: Nikki: 
209:
210:
216: AK:
so I was like ‘won’t be very far from home’ (laughs)
(laughs)
‘at air (laughs)
like my mum was literally just four doors down from me (laughs)
but it was just the fact that I was on my own and I was being
independent
yes
which
and did you feel that that was important? 
it was because my mum and dad are divorced and I’ve spent the 
last twelve years of my life moving from one house to the other 
every weekend
and I haven’t had (.) my own home as it were for such a long time 
yeah
and I kind of got to the point where I was kind of like ‘I want one
thing in one place all of the time’
hmmn
and not have to move myself around all of the time 
especially not when you’re sort of eighteen going on nineteen 
you don’t want to be having to do that 
yeah
It is interesting to note how Nikki parodies something that I could potentially 
view as an example of failing to separate enough from her mother. She subverts this 
potential hearing by laughing and supplementing another meaning: “being 
independent” (line 199). In the previous chapter, I outlined how my respondents use 
attributes such as independence in their accounts to affirm their difference from 
others. However, in responding to my question about why this was important, Nikki 
places her account in a more extended biographical trajectory by including details of 
her parents divorce. This enables Nikki to separate her childhood, where she was 
forced to live in two different locations by her parents, to her identity as an adult, 
where this is unacceptable and something that she is able to rectify herself, as an 
individual.
In offering this account, Nikki did not imply that her relationship with her 
parents, especially her mother, was problematic; it was having two homes during her 
childhood that was intolerable. Her Gap Year, she suggests, enabled her to renegotiate 
her relationship with her parents more directly because she became financially 
solvent, as the following extract indicates.
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Extract 9.9
257: Nikki : I mean I was well over minimum wage
258: erm (.) so y'know that was good
259: I mean I was earning more than my mum was and she was living in
a four-bedroomed terrace house 
260: and I had a one-bedroom flat
261 : so I mean I did pretty well to upkeep it and everything
262: and er (.) I never had any problems with that
263 : and (.) my dad was like y'know ‘if  you need money you can come
to me’
264: but I was like ‘well (.) no I want to do this by myself
265 : and I did and he was very proud of me for doing it
Here Nikki continues to build an identification of herself in terms of being 
independent from her parents. She favourably contrasts her wages to those earned by 
her mother and stresses that her father was proud of her decision to refuse financial 
support. Thus, Nikki offers an account of leaving home as one of establishing 
financial independence and in the process of repositioning her relationship with her 
parents. Indeed, she attributes a considerable degree of agency to herself in this 
process. She represents herself as autonomous from her parents; a feature of many of 
the accounts that I heard. However, this did not always take the form of talk about 
financial independence. Often respondents emphasised that their Gap Year had made 
them feel differently about their relationship with their parents in emotional terms. 
This is particularly evident in the following extract (extract 9.10) which comes from 
Scott’s account. Here he explains to me that whilst living at home during his Gap
Year his relationship with his parents changed, or as he characterises it “a massive
0
bond occurred” (line 931).
179
Extract 9.10
931 : Scott: y'know (.) and (.) I actually found that a massive bond occurred
between my parents 
932: AK: oh right
933: Scott: as well
934: AK: yeah
935: Scott: y'know (.) like a huge amount of bonding happened between (.)
especially between me and my dad 
936: I mean it’s not that my parents (0.1) like we didn’t get on
937: AK: yeah
938: Scott: but the relationship changed
939: AK: yeah
940: Scott: and suddenly they
941 : AK: what ways do you think it?
942: Scott: yeah (.) they were giving me respect
943: AK: right
944: Scott: erm (.) y'know (.) I’d identified what I wanted to do
945 : and they were sort of supporting me through it
946: but y'know I was (0.1) I had the attitude that I wanted to pay my
own way 
947: AK: yeah
[...]
956: Scott: y'know and (0.1) it’s like not necessarily that we didn’t get on
before
957: but as a kid you always think of your parents as like (.) y'know
(0.1) as parents 
958: AK: yeah
959: Scott: whereas (.) throughout the course of that year they changed from
being parents to being more like friends 
960: AK: yeah
961 : Scott: y'know (.) and like (.) you sort of (0.1) it sounds really bad
962: but you sort of learnt (.) I really learnt to love my parents in that
year
Scott constructs his account to ensure that I do not regard his relationship with 
his parents as being conflictual. Twice in this extract, he states that prior to his Gap 
Year their relationship was appropriate (lines 936 and 956). However, in responding 
to my question about how the relationship changed, he specifies that this renegotiated 
relationship was based upon respect. Furthermore, like Nikki, he emphasises to me 
that he developed financial independence. Thus, he represents his relationship with 
his parents as changing during his Gap Year despite not experiencing a transition in 
his domestic environment.
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It is also noteworthy that in offering this account Scott draws on two 
categories from the collection ‘family’: “kid” and “parents” (line 957). This standard 
relational pair is associated with certain rights and obligations: for example, it is 
commonsensically recognised that parents have certain responsibilities towards their 
‘kids’ and ‘kids’ have certain obligations towards their parents. In contrast, Scott 
states that during his Gap Year the relationship became “more like friends” (line 959). 
In effect, Scott artfully repositions his relationship with his parents from one of 
dependence to one of reciprocity; something that he characterises in emotive terms: “I 
really learnt to love my parents in that year” (line 962).
Scott’s use of the ‘family’ collection is significant because members of this 
collection can also belong to the collection ‘stage of life’ (Sacks 1995; Silverman 
1998). Hence, ‘kid’ equates to ‘child’ and ‘parent’ to ‘adult’. Since he no longer 
identifies himself as a ‘kid’, Scott not only shifts the form of the relationship between 
himself and his parents in terms of affect, but also he reclassifies himself as a co­
member of his parent’s category; in short, although Scott continues to be a ‘son’ he is 
no longer a child.
The practice of ageing the self through repositioning relationships with parents 
during a Gap Year was a feature of a number of accounts that I heard. In the following 
extract, Sophie explains to me how this was manifested as a change in how her 
mother communicated with her.
Extract 9.11
615: AK: did you think that people felt that you’d changed?
616: Sophie: yeah
617: people said that I’d changed
618: my mum said that she could talk to me like an adult now instead of
her daughter
619: AK: hmmn
620: Sophie: which is quite nice
Earlier I noted that Sophie claimed that she did not miss her parents 
emotionally during her Gap Year. Here she suggests that her mother recognised that 
she had changed when she returned from her Gap Year travels; her mother 
categorised Sophie as an adult. Thus, within the context of the interview Sophie
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indicates that her mother, an adult, views her as an adult. She does not explain to me, 
however, why her mother regarded her talk as adult-like. She merely describes it as 
“quite nice” (line 620). Other respondents did indicate why their parents viewed them 
as adults after they had returned fi-om their Gap Year travels. In the following 
extended extract (extract 9.12), Sarah accounts for this change in status in terms of the 
content of the conversations she subsequently had with her parents. In so doing, she 
invokes categorical distinctions between childhood and adulthood.
Extract 9.12
1251: Sarah:
1252:
1253:
1254:
1255:
1256:
1257:
1258:
1259:
1260:
1261:
1262:
1263:
1264:
1265:
1266:
1267:
1268:
1269:
1270:
1271:
1272:
1273:
1274:
1275:
1276:
1277:
1278: AK: 
1279: Sarah:
1280: AK: 
1281: Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
I’d sort of make an effort to spend time with my mum and stuff (.)
before I came away again
hmmn
rather than just abandoning her (laughs)
(laughs)
so
and do you think in some ways (0.1) I know this is a bit of a cliche 
but did it bring you closer together in that sense? 
yeah I think so
because (.) it made it easier to talk to each other 
hmmn
and we’d be (.) and talking on the phone and stuff 
and describing stuff that I’d done
normally you talk to your parents but you don’t have anything to
say
hmmn
there’s nothing really to talk about
what do you talk about ‘how was your day at school?’
‘the same as every day’ 
right
‘the same as every single day for the last ten years’
and suddenly having stuff to talk about that’s not just kiddie stuff
hmmn
stuff that they’d be interested in 
yeah
and stuff that they’d like to have done 
and like to do
so ringing her when I was away (0.1) I could talk to her more on a 
level than as a (.) kid
and erm (.) when I came back that sort of carried on 
hmmn
so it made sort of things (0.1) better just (.) made the relationship
more equal
yeah
rather than parent-child sort of thing
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It is noteworthy that Sarah distinguishes her conversations with her parents 
before and after her Gap Year by employing age categories and attributes to 
emphasise the degree of change. She describes the content of their conversations prior 
to her Gap Year as static. Communication was about school and Sarah classified this 
negatively: “there’s nothing really to talk about” because it was “the same as every 
single day for the last ten years” (line 1269). She characterises this type of 
conversation as “kiddie stuff’ (line 1270). This is clearly an overemphasis; yet it has 
been demonstrated that young people artfully describe activities in order to make 
them developmentally appropriate; that is, to appear normal and ‘natural’ for their 
current position in the life course (Baker 1984). In Sarah’s account, her generalized 
description of all previous conversations with her parents can be heard as such a form 
of positioning. After her Gap Year Sarah had a new form of knowledge that, she 
suggests, enabled her to engage in adult conversation^ something that marks a shift in 
power in her relationship with her parents: “more equal rather than the parent-child 
sort of thing” (lines 1279-1281). Effectively, her account of repositioning her 
relationship is, like Nikki’s, a means of identifying herself as an adult.
The redistribution of power in parent-child relationships, especially the 
renegotiation of roles and responsibilities, was something that some of my 
respondents suggested did not necessarily happen spontaneously; rather, it was 
something that they and their parents had to work at and negotiate. This was a 
pertinent feature of Abby’s account.
In extract 9.13 (overleaf), Abby explains that although her parents recognised 
that her Gap Year travels had made her ‘grown-up’, their actions, and her reactions, 
had to be managed in order to avoid conflict. To an extent her account concurs with 
the suggestion that those returning from Gap Year travel experiences can be said to be 
undergoing a process of incorporation: a new identity is displayed to those in 
positions of authority in their lives (Beames 2004). However, although Abby’s 
account demonstrates some support for this assertion, it is also clear that this process 
is problematic; any process of incorporation requires a renegotiation of roles by all 
concerned. As Abby suggests, “I’m still their daughter and this is still their house” 
(line 871). Thus, Abby also indicates in her account how power relationships between 
parents and their adult children are spatialised.
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Extract 9.13
851 : AK:
852: Abby: 
853:
854 AK:
855
856
Abby:
857 AK:
858
859
Abby:
860
861
862:
863
864
865
866
867
868:
869:
870:
871:
872: AK:
873: Abby: 
874: AK:
875: Abby:
so did you feel that you’d kind of grown up a lot? 
yeah
I mean my mum did say ‘oh my little girl left and now like (.) she’s
come back a lady or woman sort of thing’
yeah
I think my parents did say they saw a massive difference in me
but they also said it was a good thing
yeah
the change they saw in me
but I did feel that I’d kind of (.) had this independence 
and I was on my own
and then (0.1) sort of I was coming back into this family unit where 
there was my mum and my dad and
I’d been able to go out and do what I wanted for seven months 
and (.) I mean my parents had never sort of really stopped me doing 
anything
but it was still kind of like when I was going out
‘well where are you going?’
and like ‘just checking that you’re ok’ sort of thing
and it was like (0.1) ‘you didn’t really have this choice when I was
the other side of the world’
it was (.) that was a kind of learning experience for both of us 
'cos my parents really had to realise that I’d done this kind of thing 
on my own
and been independent to a certain extent
and I kind of had to bite my lip thinking ‘yeah well (.) y'know I’m
still their daughter and this is still their house’
yeah
and that kind of thing so 
yeah
it was a bit difficult at first
In Abby’s account, certain spaces, like the home, continued to be associated 
with childhood even though, subjectively, she felt that she was no longer a child. 
Moreover, she represents both her parents and herself as having to consider the 
experiential effects of her Gap Year and the effect of being domestically independent. 
As she indicates, this could lead to ontological conflict. Such spatialisation of parent- 
child relationships was also apparent in David’s account, although as the following 
extract indicates, David did not leave home during his Gap Year.
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Extract 9.14
330: AK: erm (.) how did your family?
331 : did it feel different?
332: David: it was very different
333: AK: yeah
334: David: 'cos in the Gap Year I was getting up early
335: AK: hmmn
336: David: I was working from say I don’t know half eight till (.) getting back
at half five six o’clock 
337: and in the evening just chilling out
338: AK: yeah
339: David: and my mum sort of respected that when I was (.) away from home
I was working
340: and when I was at home I could sort of do some chores around the
house
[•..]
351 : David: when I was at home and I was doing my Gap Year thing I felt I was
very much the baby son 
352: AK: right
353: David: at mummy and daddy’s house
354: that sort of thing
355: AK: yeah
356: David: then when I was at uni I was like proper grown up
This extract comes from a section of David’s account where we had been 
discussing changes that he noticed in his home environment during his Gap Year. 
Here David indicates two apparently inconsistent positions relating to this 
environment and his relationship with his parents. Initially, he describes his 
relationship with his mother during his Gap Year in terms of respect (line 339), an 
effect of going to work and helping with chores around the house. Subsequently, 
however, David characterises himself as infantilised during this period: a “baby son” 
who was “at mummy and daddy’s house” (lines 351 and 353). Certainly, he contrasts 
this to his identity at university where he is “proper grown up” (line 357). Therefore, 
David effectively portrays his age identity through his location in two different 
environments.
To an extent, David’s account is similar to Abby’s; he represents his parents’ 
home in terms of childhood. Yet, unlike Abby, David does not indicate that a process 
of negotiation took place within this environment; it was only after he had left home 
to become a student that he had felt his own identity had changed. In contrast to 
others, therefore, David’s adultness is highly spatialised. I think that this raises
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interesting questions about the spatialised nature of identity both during the Gap Year 
and during young people’s transitions to adulthood. More generally, there is a sense in 
all of these accounts that during this period of these young people’s lives their family 
relationships were undergoing change. In particular, parent-child relationships were 
being re-evaluated and repositioned because of changing circumstances, especially 
changes in living arrangements or financial circumstances. I am not suggesting that 
this is exclusive to the Gap Year. Previous research concerning young people’s 
housing transitions during this period of their lives has indicated a considerable 
amount of change and continuity in terms of residence, usually as a result of going to 
university or gaining employment (Heath 2002; 2004; Heath and Kenyon 2001). 
However, I am suggesting that the Gap Year provides a frame through which these 
transitions occur and can subsequently be given a narrative form. Telling the story of 
their Gap Year enables these young people to tell others, including myself, about 
change and continuity in their relationships with their parents. These accounts indicate 
some examples of ‘critical moments’ (Thomson, et al. 2002) in these young people’s 
lives, although they suggest differing degrees of choice. Some young people who take 
a Gap Year will decide to leave home, others will not. This may be related to another 
important factor in these young people’s lives and a prominent feature of their 
accounts of their Gap Year: their friendships.
9.4 Change and continuity in friendships
One theme that I was particularly interested in pursuing with my respondents was 
change and continuity in their friendships; in particular, with friends they had prior to 
their Gap Year, such as school friends, together with friends they made during their 
Gap Year, such as travel companions and work colleagues. Three features relating to 
friendships that were made relevant in their accounts were: change and continuity 
within established friendship groups; friendships formed during the Gap Year; and 
change and continuity in friendships since the Gap Year ended.
Change and continuity within estabiished friendship groups
Unsurprisingly, leaving school had a significant impact on many of my respondents’
established friendships. Indeed, for those taking a Gap Year, feeling ‘left behind’ 
while friends went to university was a common experience; a feeling that may have 
been precipitated by knowing that they too might have followed a similar path. In
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these instances, changes occurred in the shared routines and activities that had formed 
the basis of their friendship groups, as the following extract, taken from Nikki’s 
account, indicates.
Extract 9.16
151: AK: yeah you mentioned your friends then
152: were many of your friends from school still around?
153: Nikki: no they were all (.) in
154: I mean they weren’t far
155: they’d gone to universities in the north of the country
156: AK: yeah
157: Nikki: so they weren’t far
158: but there was only like one person who was my friend who was in
the city with me
159: AK: right
160: Nikki: and my younger sister
161: who at the time was still sort of under-age
162: so couldn’t go out drinking with me or anything like that
163: AK: hmmn
Here Nikki explains, indirectly, that her friendship group was composed of 
people who were similar to herself in terms of age and educational status. Moreover, 
she makes certain attributes central to their shared leisure activities. Not all of my 
respondents experienced this form of discontinuity in their established friendship 
groups. Some had friends who were of different ages and had different life trajectories 
to themselves. Amanda’s account, for instance, provides a contrast to Nikki’s, as the 
following extract indicates.
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Extract 9.17
326: AK: so what happened (.) what were all your friends doing?
327: were they all going off to university?
328: Amanda: yeah
329: AK: how did that sort of seem y'know at the time?
330: Amanda: erm they all went to
331: well a lot of my friends would be older
332: and just going to work
333: I met (.) meeting them through my brother and that
334: AK: yeah
335: Amanda: they didn’t go to university
336: y'know that wasn’t an option to them
337: AK: right
338: Amanda: they went straight to the workforce
339: so (.) erm I always had somebody (.) erm at home
340: AK: yeah
Amanda had already informed me that she lived in a rural community, 
indicating that her friendship group was clearly different to Nikki’s; it was more 
diverse and consisted of individuals who were older than her, and who were not 
attending Higher Education. Hence, because of this heterogeneity, in terms of age and 
life trajectories, Amanda experienced less of a discontinuity than Nikki did, as she 
states, “I always had somebody at home” (line 339). It was rare amongst my 
respondents for friendship groups to be diverse prior to taking their Gap Year. 
Perhaps this was related to the communities in which Amanda and Nikki grew up, one 
rural the other urban. However, another factor that two respondents made relevant 
was that their Gap Year was not their first experience of a break in their friendship 
groups.
In extract 9.18, Steven indicates that his friendship group had already 
undergone a period of transition when he moved from secondary school to sixth-form. 
He regarded this transition as ‘natural’. This supports the view that young people’s 
friendships are not necessarily stable and that loss and separation from friends is 
experienced throughout childhood and adolescence (Allan 1996).
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Extract 9.18
637: AK: but erm something else that you mentioned earlier that I was
interested in was about your friends that you’d been at school with
638: Steve: yeah
639: AK: and you said a lot of them had gone to Uni erm while you had your
Gap Year
640: did you kind of keep in fairly regular contact or?
641 : Steve: erm not especially
642: AK: right
643: Steve: I think (0.2) 'cos I was in [town] and then went to sixth-form in
[town]
[...]
649: Steve: I sort of lost touch with loads of people at that point from school
650: my friends tended to be the ones who were more likely to go on to
sixth-form anyway
651: AK: hmmn
652: Steve: just from the people I’d sort of been mixing with
653: AK: yeah
654: Steve: so I naturally had lost contact with a lot of people anyway
655: and then I went to sixth-form and then some went on to Uni and
some didn’t
It is also noteworthy that Steven characterises his friends as having similar 
educational backgrounds. In contrast to Amanda, and perhaps in common with Nikki, 
Steven describes his friendship group as more homogenous in terms of age and social 
background. However, his assertion that it was ‘natural’ for this group to dissipate in 
this manner also suggests that Steven is reorienting my opening question; that is, he 
can be heard as undertaking moral accounting work to reorient it from a negative 
interpretation. Not being in ‘fairly regular contact’ was not something that was 
unexpected; therefore, his Gap Year was not the first discontinuity in his friendships 
that he had experienced.
Other members of my sample explained that their desire to maintain an 
established friendship had influenced their decision to take a Gap Year and, for some, 
it had influenced the activities that were undertaken. This is evident in the following 
extract from Paul’s account.
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Extract 9.19
114: Paul: and apart from that I also had a very good friend who didn’t go to
sixth-form
115: he literally just (.) he went into work after school really
116: he went to college
117: but he didn’t perform particularly well
118: he didn’t even start ‘A ’ levels
119: again because he didn’t do particularly well
120: and effectively he wanted to go to work
121 : and so er I suppose there was an element of well (.) I didn’t
necessarily really want to erm separate from him 
122: ‘cos he was staying at home
123: AK: right, yeah
[...]
127: Paul: so if I did stay at home
128 : and did a job y'know
129: it was just more time to stay around, have some money, get drunk
130: and y '^ o w  have a laugh and all that
131: AK: yeah
132: Paul: erm (.) before going to University
Here Paul characterises his relationship with a “very good friend” (line 114) as 
one reason that he decided to take a Gap Year and stay at home. His description of his 
fiiend as less academic than himself implies that his Gap Year was a means of 
extending a friendship that might otherwise have been disrupted or brought to a close: 
he “didn’t necessarily want to separate from him” (line 121). The list of activities that 
Paul makes relevant in relation to their fiiendship is also noteworthy: “stay around, 
have some money, get drunk.. .y'know have a laugh and all that” (lines 129-130). 
These are social activities; they effectively diminish the level of emotional attachment 
that Paul is recounting; they imply that I should not misunderstand the nature of their 
relationship. Sometimes, however, my respondents emphasised that close emotional 
relationships, particularly romantic relationships, were a reason they took a Gap Year, 
as the following extract indicates.
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Extract 9.20
359: Jamie: my best friends went straight off to university
360: AK: uh-ha
361: Jamie: er (0.1) yet again probably a bit of a reason why 1 took a Gap Year 
was to be with my girlfriend as well 1 suppose
362: AK: right
363: Jamie: looking back at it
364: AK: she had a Gap Year?
365: Jamie: no she was the year below me
366: AK: ah right
367: Jamie: so she finished her 'A' levels that year that 1 did my (0.1) Gap Year
368: AK: yeah
369: Jamie: but the main reason was because 1 didn’t achieve the grades 1 
should’ve
370: AK: yeah
In this extract Jamie, like many of my respondents, explains that his ‘best 
friends’ progressed to Higher Education. However, he then suggests that his 
relationship with his girlfriend influenced his decision to take a Gap Year “a bit” (line 
361). Interestingly, Jamie does not indicate that this was a primary reason at the time 
of his decision; this he attributes to his own educational performance. This minimises 
the possible suggestion that Jamie was unable to separate from his girlfriend, that he 
was emotionally dependent. Nevertheless, Jamie does make this intimate relationship 
relevant to his decision and by making it relevant in this manner in his account clearly 
wants me to be aware of its significance.
Both Jamie and Paul stayed at home during their Gap Years. However, other 
respondents maintained their established friendships through Gap Year travel 
experiences. Certainly, of the twelve young people in my sample who went travelling 
at some point during their Gap Year, nine did so with friends drawn from their 
established friendship groups, as Rachel emphasised to me.
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Extract 9.21
88: Rachel: and I kind of wanted to do it with some friends
89: so we started off just me and one of my friends from school
90: one day she just rang me up and she said ‘let’s just go travelling
around the world, just buy a round the world ticket’
91 : and er (0.1) I was just like (laughs) ‘yeah ok! ’ (laughs)
92: AK: (laughs)
93 : Rachel: so it just sort of like ended up four of us going
94: 'cos two other friends joined in on the (.) plan later on
Here Rachel indicates that an existing friend influenced her decision to go 
travelling during her Gap Year and the form of travel that she undertook. She also 
demonstrates how Gap Year travel plans could evolve to include a number of friends. 
This account, together with others that I heard, indicates that although an activity may 
appear to suggest that these young people are breaking existing friendships and 
striking out on their own, this does not necessarily happen. Certainly, those 
respondents who travelled, together with those who stayed in their home communities 
told me that taking a Gap Year had profoundly affected their intimacy with their 
existing friends.
A change in the degree of intimacy with existing friends was evident in 
accounts of those who stayed in their home community during their Gap Year. It was 
particularly evident when contact with old friends was re-established, such as during 
university holidays. This can be seen in the following extract (extract 9.22 overleaf), 
taken from Julie’s account.
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Extract 9.22
151: AK: what about (.) you mentioned your friends
152: what were they doing?
153: Julie: they all went straight to university
154: AK: did they?
155: Julie: yeah
156: AK: how did that feel?
157: Julie: well to be honest I think it made quite a lot of difference
158: AK: yeah
159: Julie: because they were all like (comic tone) ‘oh I’m at uni and I’m 
doing this’
160: AK: (laughs)
161: Julie: ‘I’m so wonderful’ (laughs)
162: AK: (laughs)
163: Julie: and I was like ‘yeah I’m working at data inputting’ (laughs)
164: AK: (laughs)
165: Julie: ‘in an office (.) where there’s no kettle’ (laughs)
166: AK: (laughs)
167: Julie: it was that kind of thing
168: AK: (laughs)
169: Julie: and I really did lose contact with them
170: AK: yeah
Julie spent her Gap Year working in a number of temporary jobs. Here she is 
discussing bow she felt when her school friends went to university. She states that, “it 
made quite a lot of difference” (line 157). Julie utilises two performative devices here. 
Firstly, she parodies a conversation between herself and her friends. Secondly, she 
classifies the work activities she was undertaking during her Gap Year as tedious and 
her work environment as lacking basic facilities. Thus, she emphasises her sense of 
detachment from her formerly close friends, stating: “I really did lose contact with 
them” (line 169).
To an extent, Julie’s account of detachment implies that she perceived that her 
friends were making moral judgments about her decision to take a Gap Year and work 
during this period. By not following the life-plan of her existing friends, she had 
changed the parameters of their friendship; David recounted a similar experience. He 
had deferred his place at university for a year in order to work in an electrical retail 
outlet during his Gap Year. However, David’s account also identifies the reasons for 
this more clearly. In the following extract, David explains that he felt the need to 
justify this experience to his former school friends.
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Extract 9.23
475: AK: yeah (.) so did you feel a bit of a distance from them in that sense?
476: David: I don’t know about distance
477: AK: hmmn
478: David: but it felt different
479: and somehow (.) you found yourself not making excuses for 
yourself
480: but justifying it to other people
481: AK: hmmn
482: David: you were sort of justifying it to yourself
483: AK: yeah
484: David: erm (0.1) you were explaining why you were doing it
485: and what things you’re going to take fr-om it
486: and why that’s gonna help you when you are going to uni
487: AK: hmmn
488: David: 'cos by then I’d decided I was going to uni definitely
489: erm (0.2) it was just really odd
490: AK: hmmn
491: David: people going different ways
492: AK: yeah
Both David and Julie’s accounts suggest that they felt accountable to their 
friends because of their decision to take a particular type of Gap Year; that is, they 
believed that their friends were making moral judgments. By not going to university 
and undertaking low pay/low status jobs, Julie and David imply that they breached 
tacit expectations amongst their friends concerning what they considered was an 
appropriate way of spending a Gap Year. Their accounts are constructed in order to 
affirm that certain Gap Year activities and experiences are viewed by their friendship 
groups as more acceptable than others are; they indicate that both they and their 
friends recognised and were constrained by a social order of Gap Year experiences.
It is difficult to establish where the source of this social order is located. The 
nature of their Gap Year work could be one possibility. By undertaking low pay/low- 
status employment both David and Julie potentially breached social class 
expectations. Moreover, they both experienced a subjective feeling of awkwardness 
about not conforming to certain expectations about their Gap Year. This was 
particularly apparent when they re-established contact with their former school- 
friends who had already gone to university. This was a feature of a number of my 
respondents’ accounts. These periods were represented to me as being particularly
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difficult for those who remained in their home communities during their Gap Year, as 
Josh explains in the following extract.
Extract 9.24
603: Josh:
604: AK:
605: Josh:
606:
607:
608:
609:
612: AK:
613:
614: Josh:
615: AK:
616: Josh:
617:
618:
619: AK:
620: Josh:
621: AK:
622: Josh:
623:
however it does (.) it comes across that they’ve kind of got (.) their
own life to lead up there
yeah
and like being away from (.) their regular friends
erm (.) they kind of (.) forget about you almost
erm (.) but when they come back for like reading weeks and things
er (.) I’d see them then and it would be like old times again
y'know you’d just share all your stories and things
but how did that make you feel
with them coming back telling you about uni
yeah well
and that sort of thing
it was difficult to erm (0.3) (laughs) difficult to make out that I was 
having a good time
I mean to them it must have sounded that I was having a bad time
but I knew that I would have a good time travelling
yeah
and they wouldn’t have that 
hmmn
but erm it was difficult feeling kind of out of that situation where I 
could talk about the great times we’d had and things 
but that’s what spurred me on really (.) to (.) to kind of go to 
university as I say
Josh offers an account of a process of disengagement and reconnection 
amongst his established friendship. It is notable that he characterises disengagement 
as a process whereby his friends forgot about their “regular friends” (line 605) since it 
indicates that Josh understands his friendship group as a collection that can be divided 
into different categories. Indeed, he explains that a method of maintaining bonds 
between categories of friends is through the sharing of stories about collective events. 
However, Josh is aware, like Julie and David, that there is a form of competition 
between himself and his friends concerning who is “having a good time” (line 616). It 
is clear that Josh feels that he was initially losing this competition, although he 
invokes going travelling as something that would rectify this disparity. Nonetheless, 
the overall tone of this section of Josh’s account is one of discontinuity in his 
friendship group. His travel experiences might imbue him with a roster of stories, but 
they are ones that his established friends will not have been part of; in effect, because
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his Gap Year experiences were individualised they were of limited use in re­
establishing old intimacies.
It was common for those who stayed in their home communities and worked 
during their Gap Year to tell me about the loss of old intimacies and a feeling of 
competitiveness with their established friends. Josh explained to me that this resulted 
in his desire to go to university; for others, such as Lucy (see extract 9.25 below) 
visiting established friends at university did not make her envious of their current 
lifestyle.
Extract 9.25
320: AK: yeah
321: Lucy: so (.) I was fine about them coming home
322: but I was quite happy that I was working
323: AK: hmmn
324: Lucy: I’d been to see friends at university during the Gap Year
325: and I’d seen my sister
326: and I still thought ‘yeah it’s something that I want to do’
327: AK: hmmn
328: Lucy: but (.) I wasn’t particularly itching to go
329: I was quite happy living at home and working
330: AK: yeah
331: Lucy: so it didn’t really bother me
332: AK: and did you visit any of them during the year?
333: Lucy: yeah I went to see a couple of them
334: AK: oh right and what did you think of their lifestyle?
335: Lucy: I much preferred mine (laughs)
336: AK: did you? (laughs)
337: Lucy: I was quite happy working
338: AK: yeah
In contrast to a number of accounts that I have previously detailed, Lucy 
explains that she was “fine about them coming home” (line 321); that is, she did not 
experience or was unconcerned about any moral judgement that might be made about 
her decision to take a Gap Year and work. It is possible that Lucy is performing an 
account of resistance at this point. Her assertion that she preferred her own lifestyle to 
her friends subverts any question that I might have about the validity of her Gap Year 
experience. Indeed, it is significant that when I ask her what she thought of her 
friend’s lifestyle she responds by referring to her own; she does not answer the 
question directly but reorients it toward a positive validation of her own experience.
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Generally, whilst many of those who remained in their home environments 
characterised changes in their established friendships as difficult, this was not always 
the case. Indeed, a similarly complex set of responses can be viewed in terms of new 
friendships formed during the Gap Year.
New friendships formed during the Gap Year
Regardless of whether they travelled or worked during their Gap Year, all of my 
respondents emphasised to me how they had formed new friendships during that 
period. However, the categories and attributes invoked in their descriptions of these 
new friends were quite different between these two groups. Those who worked tended 
to describe their new friends in terms of social classifications; those who travelled 
tended to describe their new friends in terms of emotional and affective 
classifications.
In the following extract (extract 9.26 overleaf) Amanda explains that the new 
friends she made during her Gap Year work experiences challenged her attitudes 
about social status. She describes how her friendship with two somewhat older 
women led her to ‘appreciate’ lifestyles that were different to her own. She initially 
describes these women in terms of characteristics they lacked: “ ambition” (line 442). 
She describes them as working regular hours in a shop in order to pay off their 
mortgages. Arguably, in her account, Amanda is emphasising both her difference 
from these women and her ability to put aside or minimise these differences in order 
to become friends.
197
Extract 9.26
442: Amanda: but it seemed to me that they lacked ambition or something 
443: AK: hmmn
444: Amanda: which to me is something that is so important 
445: AK: hmmn
446: Amanda: so I didn’t think that I’d erm (.) adapt very well to it 
447: or get on with them
448: but I’ve made (.) I made like two lifelong friends from that
449: AK: right
450: Amanda: which really shocked me 
451 : AK: yeah
452: Amanda: they’re so different to me
453 : and the things that I hold important are not necessarily what they
hold important 
454: Amanda: but yet we just hit it off 
455: AK: and are they sort of your age?
456: Amanda: they’re a bit older twenty-six twenty-seven 
457: AK: yeah
458: Amanda: and they’re still working away in a shop 
459: as happy as larry
460: AK: yeah
461 : Amanda: happy with (.) happy with their nine to five 
462: AK: and have they got families of their own?
463: Amanda: nope 
464: AK: no
465: Amanda: no they’re just (.) they’ve got their own houses 
466: AK: yeah
467: Amanda: they’re just earning enough to pay off their mortgage 
468: and live a happy life
469: AK: yeah
470: Amanda: so I just respect that now
471 : as opposed to once I ‘spose I would’ve resented it a bit
472: AK: uh-ha
473: Amanda: so yeah (.) it just showed me a different perspective on life 
474: AK: yeah
475: Amanda: and I just appreciate it now rather than (.) sort of disown it
In this extract, Amanda implies that social status could have been a 
distinguishing factor between herself and her two new friends, suggesting that they 
had different worldviews because of age and class. Nonetheless, despite making this 
distinction she emphasises that being exposed to these people had led her to re­
evaluate her own tacit knowledge. In extract 9.27 (overleaf), Paul explicitly draws on 
categories of social class, as well as age and gender in order to make distinctions 
around new friendships.
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Extract 9.27
324: Paul: and yeah earlier on you said did I make friends?
325: and obviously I made friends
326: I was friendly with people in the team
327: AK: yeah
328: Paul: but it’s very odd
329: it’s an odd mismatch of people
330: it really is like a big kaleidoscope of the population
331 : and y'know people are there for various reasons y'know
332: AK: yeah
333 : Paul: there’s people like me who are there just because y'know in-
between stuff to do 
334: and then there’s like erm your classic people
335: like your middle-aged women who are doing it to earn a bit of
money
336: but then there’s people y'know I was working with, one of my
friends there was an antique salesman 
337: and his shop had folded and he ended up working there
338: AK: yeah
339: Paul: and y'know he was a very intelligent older guy
340: y'know very well-spoken kind of thing
341 : really not the kind of factory worker you’d expect
Paul categorises his work colleagues into a number of ‘types’, principally 
‘inbetweeners’ and ‘classic people’, before he identifies one particular colleague who 
became a friend. In so doing, Paul attributes aged, gendered and social class qualities 
to this collection of people. It is notable that Paul identifies the one person that he 
formed a friendship with as a very intelligent, older, and well spoken, man. Thus, he 
identifies someone with a similar habitus to himself. Paul was obviously surprised to 
find this man working in a factory. His new friend challenged his classification of a 
factory worker; he breached Paul’s tacit assumptions about social class.
Distinctions concerning social class and age affected how some of my 
respondents viewed those they formed friendships with during their Gap Year. For 
some, this was more problematic than others, as the following three extracts illustrate.
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Extract 9.28
197: David: it was weird 'cos (.) the cleverest (.) the sort of cleverest load of
friends I’d got (.) went out went completely away 
198: AK: hmmn
199: David: when they were at uni they were completely separate
200: erm (.) and then I was sort of (.) my mum puts it T was left with the
dregs’
201: AK: (laughs)
202: David: to go down the pub with all the mechanics
203: there’s nothing wrong with all that
204: AK: yeah
205 : David: but it’s almost as if (.) my profile of friends changed quite a lot
Here David makes social class a relevant feature of his friends’ identities by 
invoking their employment category: mechanics. He is clearly aware that 
characterising them as “the dregs” (line 200), the least desirable remnants of 
something, has moral implications. He attributes this classification to his mother and 
emphasises that “there’s nothing wrong with all that” (line 203). Nevertheless, at the 
end of this particular section of his account he specifies that the ‘profile’ of his friends 
had changed. However, unlike Amanda and Paul, David’s experiences did not breach 
his understandings of social class relationships. On the contrary he implies that they 
affirmed them.
I am not suggesting that David, or other respondents, were unused to 
interacting with people of different social classes to themselves. Indeed, I have no 
evidence for such an assertion. However, they did represent their Gap Year work 
experiences as transitional in a variety of ways, one of which was the exposure to new 
or at least different friends who are characterised in terms of social c/a^^-ifications. 
By this, I do not mean social class in strict social scientific terms, such as the 
Registrar General’s seven point scale; rather, distinctions are made in terms of broad 
occupational categories and lifestyle experiences that represent a taken-for-granted 
social class ordering. The fact that these young people assume that I will hear their 
categorisations in this manner gives this conclusion additional credence. Hence, the 
taken-for-grantedness of this order is itself reproduced in the context of the interview. 
A similar variation on this theme can be evidenced in terms of the relationship 
between new friendships and age.
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Extract 9.29
405: Scott: 
406: AK: 
407: Scott: 
408: AK: 
409: Scott:
410: AK: 
411: Scott:
and y'know (1.) being sort of ten (.) fifteen years older than me 
yeah
'cos he’s in his thirties 
hmmn
it was just (.) y'know like sort of having someone who was like a
sort of mentor if you know what I mean
yeah
I mean I’m still really good friends with him now
Extract 9.30
131: Becca: and about a month later a married couple came over who were in 
their late twenties
132: and then on my birthday in November (.) a girl who was twenty- 
four came over
133: and so that was like our core group
134: AK: right
135: Becca: more or less
136: and that became much better
137: AK: yeah
138: Becca: 'cos then I had like friends and I could go out
Both extracts 9.29 and 9.30 illustrate that friendships formed with Gap Year 
work colleagues are classified in terms of age characteristics. Scott, for example, 
describes his friendship with a work colleague who is considerably older than he is. 
Indeed, he classifies this person as a ‘mentor’; that is, someone who is both older and 
who acts as an advisor. In contrast, Becca states that she only became friends with 
those of a similar age to herself, since this enabled them to socialise together. Once 
again, I am not suggesting that these young people, or others that I spoke to are 
unused to socialising with older people (although they may well be). What I am 
arguing is that social categories and boundaries relating to age are both challenged 
and reproduced during young people’s Gap Years and in their accounts of these 
experiences; they are made observable and reportable ‘facts’ that shaped their 
experiences. Subsequently, these ‘facts’ become resources that can be used to 
undertake identity work.
The above extracts are predominantly related to the experiences of those who 
worked during their Gap Year. Amongst those in my sample who travelled, the
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characteristics of new friends formed during travelling were recounted primarily in 
terms of intimacy and affect. In the following extract, Abby explains that the degree 
of intimacy she experienced with people she met whilst travelling could be intense.
Extract 9.31
653 Abby:
654
655
656
657
658 AK:
659 Abby:
660
661 AK:
662 Abby:
[...]
668 Abby:
669
670
because it’s quite (.) I dunno intense is the wrong word
but you’re in this kind of situation that is slightly different
and you’ve only got the people around you to rely on
that you kind of forget that you’ve only known them a few weeks
erm (.) 'cos you’re almost kind of living with them
hmmn
erm (.) and so they kind of feel like they’ve been friends for longer 
sort of thing
because (.) you’re in this quite close-knit environment 
yeah
especially when we were in Melbourne for two months
it even got to the point where we would all cook for each other
and we’d all sit down and have a meal together
and it was so nice because it was the kind of thing you miss from
home
Many of those in my sample who travelled during their Gap Year emphasised 
to me that moving from place to place meant that establishing close friendships was 
sometimes problematic. Here Abby attributes the degree of intimacy with her new 
friends as arising from temporal and spatial factors associated with a particularly 
stable period in her Gap Year travels; in particular, she pinpoints the importance of 
engaging in an activity that she missed from home: cooking. This activity enabled her 
and her new friends to establish bonds that, perhaps for others, would not have been 
possible because their Gap Year travels meant they did not stay in one location for an 
extended period. However, for other respondents, friendships could be strained by 
different expectations and activities relating to the travel experience itself. New 
friends, for instance, could disrupt a planned itinerary and lead to conflict within an 
already established friendship group. This is evident in the following extract, which 
comes from Rachel’s account of travelling in Australia.
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Extract 9.32
600: Rachel: 
601:
602: AK: 
603: Rachel: 
604:
605: AK: 
606: Rachel: 
607:
608:
609
610 
611
well four of us left Heathrow
and then only two of us stayed together me and this other girl
stayed together for the whole time
hmmn
we started arguing in Australia
I think because we were all quite strong personalities (.) that it’s so 
hard to please four girls when you’re travelling because everyone 
wants to do different things 
hmmn
we all had different amounts of money
so it was proving to be quite hard
erm (0.2) one of my friends met a Canadian guy, who was
travelling with his friends
and they sort of fell in love and they went off travelling together 
and er she actually ended up (.) staying out a lot longer than we did 
we came home and she stayed with them
Both Abby and Rachel raise interesting insights about changes in friendships 
formed before and during their Gap Year. Rachel, in particular, explains that new 
friendships could cause conflict. However, another respondent, Anna, described 
conflict arising from the reaction of her established friends to her new friends when 
the former visited her during her Gap Year in Japan. Indeed, describing this period as 
her “worst week” (line 550), she explained how it led her reassess her relationship 
with her established friends.
Extract 9.33
548: Anna: 
549:
550:
[...]
564: Anna:
565
566
567
568
569
570
571
572
573
574
AK:
Anna:
when three of my friends came out (.) to Japan
I hated it when they were there
it was my worst week when they came out
like the last night we went out to a club
and they weren’t talking to any of my Japanese friends
and just made it really really difficult
so when they were there they used to find things really funny
and I used to find them quite patronising to the Japanese
I mean it was a different culture
and there were some things that were quite funny
hmmn
I couldn’t believe it (.) in my eyes they were being quite rude 
and I found that really really hard
so when I came home I did have a real real problem with them
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Anna’s account emphasises how those taking a Gap Year sometimes find it 
difficult to balance different friendship groups, particularly those that existed prior to 
the Gap Year and those formed during their Gap Year. In the above extract, Anna 
illustrates this in her description of her friends’ behaviour. She indicates that her 
established friends found cultural differences a source of amusement. In so doing, 
Anna portrays her existing friends as intolerant and rude. In contrast, despite stating 
that some cultural differences could be “quite funny” (line 570) Anna categorises 
herself as someone who knows how to behave; she has a certain amount of local 
knowledge. Effectively, Anna establishes an identity for herself as reasonable and 
justifies the discontinuity she later experienced in her existing friendship group. 
Indeed, some of my respondents explained that disengaging from new friendships and 
recommencing old ones was something that could be quite problematic when they 
returned to their everyday lives at the end of their Gap Year.
Change and continuity in friendships since the Gap Year ended
My respondents stressed that many of the friendships that they either maintained or
established during their Gap Years were affected when they returned to their everyday 
lives. Abby represented the disruption of her new friendships as a highly emotive 
issue, as exemplified in the following extract.
Extract 9.34
701 Abby: and leaving Sydney was just a nightmare
702 I think I cried for about two day’s solid (laughs)
703 AK: (laughs)
704 AK: when you were coming back?
705 Abby: hmmn
706 that was like I was leaving people
707 I was leaving like this massive adventure
708 it was kind of like ‘oh this is the end of my Gap Year’
Abby cites two factors as responsible for her emotional response: firstly, she 
was leaving her new friends; secondly, leaving her new friends represented the end of 
her Gap Year. Hence, her new friends had become symbolic of her Gap Year 
experience. This resonates with the suggestion made by Josh (see extract 9.24) that 
sharing events is important for maintaining friendships. When those events cease to 
exist, maintaining a friendship, possibly with someone who was not in one’s
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immediate locale, proved problematic. In fact, although a number of my respondents 
reported that they felt sad at leaving new friends when they returned to their everyday 
lives, they did not always maintain contact. Becca, for example, explained to me that 
this was unexpected given the intensity and “life-changing” character of her Gap Year 
experience.
Extract 9.35
725: Becca: and the people who I erm (0.1) who I was working with
726: I’m still kind of in contact with them
727: the occasional email
728: but I thought y'know we’d (0.1) after such an intense experience
729: life-changing experience
730: you’d all then still kind of stay friends
731 : and it never happened like that
732: AK: yeah
733 : Becca: it was a bit weird
Both Becca and Abby emphasise a discontinuity in relation to the friendships 
they formed during their Gap Year. Arguably, the nature of the experience that they 
had shared could be responsible, as Becca indicates. Despite her feeling that the 
experience had been intense, afterwards they only shared “the occasional email” (line 
727). A number of accounts contained similar expressions, especially amongst those 
who had travelled. However, amongst those who had remained in their home 
community, maintaining contact with friends made during their Gap Year did also not 
always occur. Sometimes, as in David’s account, this appeared to be a calculated 
outcome
Extract 9.36
547: AK: and did you kind of socialise with them?
548: David: for that year yeah
549: 'cos I guess you’re friends with people you work with
550: AK: yeah
551: David: but it’s the old cliche
552: AK: yeah
553: David: they weren’t real mates or anything
554: j ust Gap Y ear mates
555: AK: and have you kept in touch with any of them?
556: David: one of them yes
557: but the rest of them no
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Here David’s distinction between “real mates” (line 553) and “Gap Year 
mates” (line 554) was based upon his need to socialise. The latter group fulfilled this 
role for the period of his Gap Year. At the end of this period, David indicates he only 
maintained contact with one of his Gap Year mates. Later in his account, David 
explained to me that he currently had a number of different friendship groups, which 
were comprised of school friends, his Gap Year friend, university friends and friends 
acquired via his girlfriend. He described his experience of being a member of these 
different friendship groups as “juggling”. This metaphor seems pertinent since it 
characterises young people’s friendship groups as multiple and complex. Such a 
situation can be conflictual; certainly, for those who travelled, restoring contact with 
established friends, such as school-friends, could be problematic.
Many Gap Year provider organisations and Gap Year guidebooks warn young 
people who travel during their Gap Year that they will experience a period of 
disorientation when they return to their everyday lives. In particular, they suggest that 
re-establishing friendships may prove to be problematic. Sophie recounted this to me 
as a feeling that she “didn’t fit in anymore” (line 107).
Extract 9.37
107: Sophie: and I just sort of felt that I didn’t fit in anymore
108: AK: yeah
109: in what ways did you feel that you didn’t fit in?
110: Sophie: well they had all their little sort of clique
111: and (.) I was just there ‘cos I knew them
112: not because I was good friends with them anymore
113: AK: yeah
114: Sophie: and they were still quite immature in a sense
115: in what they used to get up to (.) y'know things like that
116: so I just
117: AK: this is when you had come back?
118: Sophie: when I’d come back
119: AK: when you’d come back from travelling
120: Sophie: yeah
It is arguable that Sophie’s account represents a form of estrangement that has 
similarities with those who remained in their home communities during their Gap 
Year. For example, her suggestion that she no longer felt part of her established 
friendship group anymore has resonance with the suggestion made by those who
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remained at home and sought to re-establish contact with friends who went to 
university. Furthermore, where David represented his Gap Year friendships as largely 
instrumental, Sophie’s account suggests that she felt similarly about her more 
established friendship group when she returned home. I do not wish to arbitrate on the 
moral validity of these accounts. Undoubtedly, it was apparent to me that these young 
people had woven their experiences into a story that made sense to them. In effect, 
they had made change and continuity a feature of their account of their Gap Year and 
in so doing positioned their relationships with their friends at the centre of these 
accounts. Perhaps more significantly they represented being able to manage their 
friendships, to recognise when friendships were changing, as a developmental 
competence that they learnt as an effect of taking their Gap Year.
9.5 Conclusions
In this chapter, I have explored two categories of relationships in young people’s 
accounts of their Gap Year: those with family and friends. More specifically, I have 
analysed these categories in terms of continuity and change. I stated at the beginning 
of this chapter that I chose to focus on these relationships because my respondents 
frequently made these relevant in their accounts. Additionally, I indicated that these 
relationships appeared across a range of sociological literatures as both central in 
young people’s lives and important during their transition to adulthood.
My analysis has demonstrated that family relationships are significant features 
in young people’s accounts of taking a Gap Year in a number of respects. First, some 
of my respondents emphasised that their parents had been instrumental in their 
decision to take a Gap Year, providing information or other forms of support. Second, 
some respondents represented the Gap Year as a period during which they left the 
family home, generating a range of emotional responses. In contrast, others remained 
in their family home, offering accounts of why they did so and what resulted. Thirdly, 
many of my respondents recounted to me that their relationships with their parents 
had been renegotiated and repositioned during their Gap Years, becoming more equal 
and, as they termed it, ‘adult-like’. To this extent, my respondents’ accounts suggest 
support for the notion of ‘pure relationships’ (Giddens 1992). However, the diversity 
of practices of repositioning, occurring for some and less so for others, together with
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the suggestion that the family home remains associated with childhood, indicates a 
more complex picture. It supports the findings of a number of biographical studies 
which emphasise both change and continuity in parent-child relationships in young 
adulthood (Ball, et al. 2000; Henderson, et al. 2007; Thomson, et al. 2004).
Friendships were also a significant category of relationships that my 
respondents made relevant in their accounts. My respondents indicated how well- 
established friendships changed and new ones were formed. Those who stayed ‘at 
home’ during their Gap Year frequently recounted a reduction of their established 
friendship group as a source of discord, a source of ‘ontological insecurity’ (Giddens 
1991). Thus, the overall tenet of these accounts was one of loss accompanied with 
feelings that moral judgments were being made against them by their old friends. I 
noted that the source of this feeling is difficult to locate. In her discussion of the Gap 
Year, Heath (2007) notes that a ‘hierarchy of experiences’ exists. My respondents’ 
accounts suggest support for this assertion, to the extent that it shapes how young 
people feel that their friends are evaluating their Gap Year. Even those who travelled, 
leaving their home community and friends, told me that they experienced a sense of 
discontinuity upon their return. These respondents may have taken a more prestigious 
or accepted Gap Year, but their ability to share their experiences with existing friends 
was circumscribed. This affirms previous research (Desforges 1998) but extends it to 
indicate that new friendships, for both groups, could also prove to be problematic, 
especially in terms of developing intimacy. Overall, my respondents recounted that 
transitions in relationships with friends were more problematic compared to those 
with parents.
My analysis has several implications. Firstly, we can view my respondents’ 
accounts of changing relationships in terms of a further development of the self, an 
indication of how one situates oneself in relation to others. It represents a way of 
‘mapping’ the changes and continuities in these two categories of relationships as 
these young people become young adults. Secondly, it illustrates that these young 
people recount their friendships, in particular, as both highly instrumental and highly 
emotive. There is a sense that some friendships are inevitably going to change or be 
lost, whilst others will endure. Whilst this concurs with previous studies of friendship 
(Brooks 2002; 2003; 2005), I believe that it represents an extension of the analysis of
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studies of the Gap Year, which have had a tendency to occlude the centrality of 
relationships in this phenomenon; often the Gap Year is conceptualised and analysed 
in individualised terms. Thirdly, my respondents are actively accomplishing their 
competence to reposition these relationships in situ; that is, within the ‘discursive 
space’ of the interview they are engaged in doing competence in these terms. Not a 
single respondent stated that s/he was unable to ‘manage’ his or her relationships; 
whilst some explained that repositioning was not always easy, all emphasised that it 
was within their agency to do so. In the following chapter, I will examine the issue of 
agency, through an examination of the capabilities and competence that my 
respondents made relevant in their accounts.
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Chapter Ten 
Displaying Capabilities. Doing Competence 
10.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I discussed the significance of relationships with family and 
friends in my respondents’ accounts. I argued that when my respondents made these 
relationships relevant in their talk, they emphasised how these had undergone varying 
degrees of both change and continuity as an effect of their Gap Years. This analysis 
has built upon my previous examination of how my respondents used their accounts 
to emphasise developments in self, in terms of confidence, maturity and 
independence. Thus, it is clear that my respondents considered that their Gap Years 
have had a profound effect on their ontology and sociality. The aim of this chapter is 
to extend this discussion with reference to how my respondents display certain 
capabilities in their accounts and in so doing demonstrate competence. The analysis 
illustrates, therefore, that competence is not fixed or immutable; rather, it is 
something that my respondents actively performed in the context of the interview. In 
the first section of this chapter, I outline in more detail what I mean by capabilities 
and competence. Subsequently, I detail these capabilities as the ability to resolve 
dilemmas; the ability to cope with unexpected events; and the ability to be a 
knowledgeable agent. Finally, I conclude the chapter by reviewing my analysis and 
asserting that laying claim to these capabilities is a way of claiming and identifying 
to others that one is a competent member who should be considered an adult.
10.2 What capabilities, what competence?
In previous chapters, I have discussed the notion of transitions to adulthood and 
argued that this process can be viewed as a situational accomplishment. I have 
discussed studies and theories that contend that young adults’ age identities are in a 
process of becoming; that is, although legally adults, in certain areas of their lives 
they are between childhood and adulthood. In this instance, adulthood is equated to an 
endpoint, a fixed subject position that a young person enters into by displaying their
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capabilities to be considered an adult: for example, by gaining full-time employment 
or by leaving home and becoming independent.
My analysis has developed some support for this assertion. My respondents 
did view certain transitions that they considered were indicative of their adulthood. 
However, my analysis problematises the notion of singular or unilinear transitions and 
provides support for an alternative viewpoint: that adulthoods, of which there are 
many versions, are ongoing achievements, very much related to the situation in which 
they are performed (Baker 1984; Laz 1998).
The approach that I am adopting here owes much to the situational approaches 
toward identity that I outlined in Chapter Two, together with those from the new 
social studies o f childhood, which I considered in Chapter Three. In both cases, an 
individual’s competence to claim an adult identity is conceptualised as performative 
rather than, and indeed in opposition to, the outcome of a developmental process. 
Competence is not something that one becomes; it is something that one actively 
does. In identifying how my respondents actively perform competence through the 
display of certain capabilities that they generated through taking a Gap Year, I 
contend that their accounts do adulthoods, making this identity work ‘observable and 
reportable’.
Before I begin the analysis, I must note a further issue concerning the 
capabilities recounted by my respondents. Many respondents identified the 
incompetence of other people, particularly representatives of those who they 
considered to have some form of expertise or authority during their Gap Year. 
Although I will discuss this in more detail in the conclusion, it is notable that it 
appears to contradict assertions that young people are increasingly reliant on forms of 
expertise in order to construct their identities in contemporary society.
10.3 Resolving dilemmas associated with expertise
Here I examine two accounts where my respondents described dilemmas that they 
associated with expertise, which they resolved independently. This is especially 
significant since the individuals who produce these accounts are in a position in the
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life course where these dilemmas might previously have been resolved for them by 
others, such as parents or teachers. What is interesting in the following accounts is not 
only that these dilemmas are represented as contradictions that one must resolve 
oneself, but in the case of the second example, one that cannot be resolved by those 
with greater expertise.
The first account of resolving a dilemma comes from the interview I 
conducted with Julie in which we are discussing her experience of being an instructor 
at an activity centre for children and adolescents.
Extract 10.1
259: AK: how young were these children?
260: Julie: between five and sixteen
261 : so I was only a few years older than them
[...]
269: I could not handle the older ones (laughs)
[■•■]
279: I was eighteen they were sixteen
280: and there was j ust no respect at all
281 : and that (.) I think it’s 'cos I felt a bit like I shouldn’t be telling this
sixteen year old what to be doing 
282: AK: so how did you kind of cope with that then?
283 : Julie: I went with the younger ones (laughs)
284: AK: (laughs)
285: Julie: (laughs) there was another girl I was working with
286: she was twenty-rone at the time
287: AK: right
288: Julie: and she was sort of very authoritative
289: and she’d sort of take over
290: erm (.) and so I’d sort of fall behind her kind of thing
291 : but I preferred the younger children at that stage
292: AK: yeah
In this extract my initial question precipitates a more extended account from Julie 
regarding how she felt about having to instruct young people of a similar age to her; 
something that she characterises as problematic because of a lack of respect and 
authority. Julie’s response to my question concerning how she coped with this 
situation is interspersed with laughter. It is arguable that this indicates that she was 
embarrassed that I could hear the strategy she adopted as inadequate or incompetent, 
since she relied on a colleague who was slightly older and “very authoritative” (line
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288). Her classification is interesting because she emphasises the competence of her 
colleague and minimises her own. Certainly, resolving this dilemma involved 
following her colleague’s lead and choosing to work with young children, “at that 
stage” (line 291).
Julie subsequently informed me that since taking her Gap Year she had 
worked at another activity centre. During this period, she explained, she felt able to 
control the older children. In effect, Julie illustrates that her ability to resolve a similar 
dilemma had itself altered. Moreover, she specifically links her age to its resolution.
Julie s account appears to draw on a developmental and normative view of 
competence; although she resolved the dilemma, this involved passively following the 
lead of an older colleague. However, I think this conclusion would be erroneous. 
Julie’s account of resolving a dilemma indicates that she artfully positioned herself in 
relation to her colleague and her work with the younger children. Viewing this as 
incompetent would be to impose an adult-centred view upon her actions. Certainly, 
her laughter indicates that I may do this and, perhaps more significantly, that she 
would too.
A similar conclusion is illustrated with reference to another account where a 
respondent’s age was a complicating factor in his Gap Year experience. Steven also 
worked at an activity centre, where his role involved supervising teenagers in a 
variety of challenges and activities. At one point during the interview, I asked Steven 
to reflect on his relationship with these young people, principally to tell me if  they 
formed attachments to him during their stay. In an extended response, Steven 
explained to me that being in a position of authority over those who were of a similar 
age or older than him had proved to be problematic. He identifies these groups in the 
following extract.
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Extract 10.2
422: Steven: and er (.) sometimes it would be a bit tricky when they had these 
sixth-form kids (.) ’cos they were pretty much my age 
423: AK: hmmn
424: Steven: and they had the odd group from colleges, very rarely
425: but there was a couple.
426: and then they’d have people who were resitting years and so on.
427: AK: right
428: Steven: and they’d end up being older than me.
429: AK: right
430: and (.) that was quite a strange circumstance to deal with (0.1) a
position of authority 
431 : AK: yeah
432: Steven: with people older than yourself when you don’t really quite know 
how to act anyway 
433: AK: yeah
434: Steven: and these groups came quite early on
435 : if they came at the end of the year I would’ve been more able to
deal with them 
436: AK: right?
437: so how did you kind of deal with that?
438: Steven: erm (0.2) I dunno tried to sort of (laughs) bluff my way through it
439: AK: yeah (laughs)
440: Steven: yeah, kinda difficult.
441 : but er, (0.1) one time we had a group of all these sort of big er,
sixth-form lads 
442: AK: hmmn
443: Steven: and some of them were quite old
Steven characterises his dilemma as “quite a strange circumstance to deal 
with” (line 430). His exclamation that he would have been “more able” (line 435) to 
resolve it later in his work experience led me to ask him how he dealt with this 
problem at the time. In exclaiming that he had to “bluff my way through”, it is 
noteworthy that Steven identifies a particular group of people that caused him and his 
colleague difficulty: “big sixth-form lads” (line 441). By making explicit reference 
not only to their age, but also to their gender and physique, Steven ‘sets the scene’ for 
his response whereby he told me about a number of strategies that he and his 
colleague devised in order to restore order and resolve the problem that they were 
experiencing. These included: tiring the young people out during the day so they 
would have little energy left in the evening, thereby making them more passive; and 
one particular incident, which occurred early on during his time at the activity centre 
whereby a colleague and he played a practical joke on these ‘sixth-form kids’.
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Extract 10.3
464: Steven: and er, but at the end of it was this very steep bank and like the
rope, sort of, mounted it.
465: and we decided that as these lads were coming up (laughs)
466: AK: yeah
467: Steven: we’d (laughs) drop loads and loads of water on them (laughs)
468: we’d arranged these huge, big barrels of water and as they came up
at the end they were quite tired 
469: Steven: but all sort of pumped to get the best time
470: they were running up the slope
471 : we just dropped loads and loads of water on then
472: and they just got really, really angry
473 : there was just me and the other lad who were doing the water
474: and we could hear them like baying for our blood
475 : and we just had to go and hide (laughs)
476: AK: (laughs)
477: Steven: we just thought it was easier than trying to, y’know, to get them to 
calm down and stuff (laughs)
478: AK: so er (laughs) was this at the very end of their week?
479: or er
480: Steven: I really can’t remember where it was in their week 
481 : but it was one of the first weeks we’d been there
482: AK: yeah
483: Steven: we weren’t quite sure how to deal with them
484: ‘cos I’m not particularly very big
485: and the other lad was perhaps a little bit shorter than me
486: but sort of much more muscular build
487: AK: right
488: Steven: (laughs) but er, we just ran away 
489: AK: (laughs)
490: Steven: we hid in some ferns (laughs)
In this section of his account, Steven utilises a number of contrasts in order to 
explain the strategy that he and his colleague used to resolve the dilemma of imposing 
authority on young males who were of a similar age to themselves. It is notable that 
Steven’s contrasts are predominantly related to the physical attributes of the 
protagonists: for example, “these lads” (a group) are set in opposition to “just me and 
another lad” (a dyad). Similarly, Steven describes himself as “not particularly very 
big” (line 484) and his colleague as “a little bit shorter than me” (line 485). Hence, 
Steven evokes a representation of adult authority based upon a physical masculinity; 
resolving the issue also involves a degree of physicality. However, Steven’s account 
is interspersed with laughter. By emphasising its comic elements, I contend that 
Steven was able to minimise any critical issues I may have had about his strategy.
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This is emphasised by the co-production of laughter in response to my own question 
concerning when the event occurred. Steven indicates that the strategy was justifiable 
because it occurred early on during his employment and because of the physical 
difference between the protagonists. Arguably, Steven can be heard to be justifying 
the strategy against the charge that it was incompetent.
The issue of justification is salient. Steven’s account of how he resolved the 
problem of age and authority could be viewed as an account of an irrational action 
that demonstrates his own incompetence at that particular time. Surely, the more 
competent practice would have been to ask his superiors for their ‘expert advice’. 
However, Steven subsequently explained to me why he did not pursue this course of 
action, as the following extract illustrates.
Extract 10.4
497: AK: and did the experience change as you went y’know through the
year?
498: Steven: it was odd (0.1) about what we were really supposed be doing and 
how we were supposed to fit in as a whole
499: it was never really explained to us
500: AK: hmmn
501 : Steven: I remember one instructor took us aside (.) and said “y’know there 
are bits that you’re doing very well and there are other bits you’re 
not so good at (.) compared to people who’ve come up in previous 
years and er (.) sort it out (.) improve your game sort of thing”
502: but then er (0.1) he never really explained what that was (.) and we
were just left (.) y’know wondering ‘well (.) what are we supposed 
to do?’
[...]
528: Steven: whereas as it was no-one really said and I didn’t (0.2) feel that I 
should be putting up my hand and finding out really
529: AK: hmmn
530: Steven: so I just sort of went with the flow of it
This extract demonstrates several important features. Firstly, it is a complaint 
about authority; in particular, an instructor who was not explicit in telling Steven and 
his colleague how they should improve their job. Secondly, it explains why Steven 
and his colleague played a practical joke. Since those in authority did not tell them 
how to behave or indicate how they could get advice, they used their own techniques. 
Thirdly, it identifies why Steven did not clarify the ambiguous situation that arose, as
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he stated, “I didn’t feel I should be putting up my hand and finding out” (line 528). 
This is important because it invokes the behaviour of school children. To ask for 
clarification in this manner may have been viewed by Steven as developmentally 
inappropriate, as disempowering. Therefore, playing a practical joke enabled Steven 
and his colleague to reclaim power over those of a similar age to themselves whilst 
simultaneously preventing them from lacking it in relation to those who were both 
older and more authoritative. To characterise their action as based on an irrational 
form of lay knowledge would be to denigrate its status as an artful example of 
experiential knowledge-in-interaction.
The examples taken from the accounts of Julie and Steven that I have 
discussed above, demonstrate that they viewed the ability to resolve dilemmas 
associated with expertise as a significant competence. Both related this competence to 
their age at the time of their Gap Year; that is, their young adulthood. Their use of 
laughter was, I think, indicative that these are strategies that they would no longer use. 
Both exclaimed that they have, or would, now resolve similar dilemmas differently. 
Therefore, by making these strategies biographically specific, Julie and Steven 
emphasise how different they are now. Since they achieve this through talk about age, 
it is possible to speculate that they are doing adulthood. However, this is only one of 
the methods that my respondents made relevant to me in their accounts of capabilities 
significant to their Gap Year. In the following section, I discuss examples where my 
respondents discussed their ability to cope with unexpected situations or events.
10.4 Coping with the Unexpected
I had decided that I would deliberately prompt for accounts of unexpected events as 
my three initial pilot interviews contained them. However, prompting for such 
information was sometimes unnecessary as a number of my respondents introduced 
these events into their accounts themselves. These examples focused on how they had 
been able to cope, in one way or another, with the unexpected. In this section, I will 
discuss two specific collections of unexpected events: medical events; and criminality 
and/or threats. I contend that these accounts are examples of ‘atrocity stories’ (Baruch 
1981; Dingwall 1977). These are accounts of events that enable the teller to imbue his 
or her identity with a certain value or status; in particular, they enable the teller to
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claim to be a competent member of a group, often by recounting details about the 
incompetence of others.
Medical Events
Four of my respondents recounted events relating to accidents or illnesses that 
occurred during their Gap Year. Becca, for example, told me about an accident that 
occurred during her stay in Central America. She introduced this event into her 
account at a point where we had been discussing whether she felt she had changed 
because of her Gap Year. Hence, she topicalised the accident in order to account for 
these ontological changes; in effect, she indicated to me that it was an unexpected 
event that precipitated this change rather than her experience of travelling and 
working in Central America per se. She emphasised the seriousness of her accident, 
and in so doing, she stated that medical experts had told her she was “very lucky to be 
walking” (line 515).
Extract 10.5
502: Becca: so I think people did perceive a change
503: like even maybe expect a change
504: 'cos something like that is a life-changing experience
505: AK: yeah
506: Becca: but er (.) yeah I don’t know
507: there’s erm kind of another factor
508: while I was over there I had an accident
509: AK: oh right
510: Becca: and I fell down
511: it was just in the rainy season
512: I fell down a step and a ramp
513: I knocked my lower spine
514: and I twisted my pelvis out of place
515: and I was told I was very lucky to be walking
516: and so when I came home I literally couldn’t do anything
517: they only just let me fly home
518: and I could only come home because I promised the doctor I’d get up 
every hour
519: no every half and hour
520: on the flight home
It is significant that after outlining details of the accident at this point in her 
acbount Becca states that she “promised” (line 518) to follow medical advice. Using 
this attribute, she represents her identity at this juncture as a ‘compliant patient’.
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However, somewhat later in her account of this event, Becca reclassified her actions, 
as the following extract indicates.
Extract 10.6
577: Becca: it was just really hard 'cos I wanted to come home
578: and I couldn’t
579: they wouldn’t let me fly home
580: AK: yeah
581: Becca: I had to beg the doctor
582: otherwise she would have kept me there longer
Here Becca claims that she was not simply following medical advice; rather, 
she had to “beg the doctor” (line 581). It is arguable that Becca has shifted her 
account of her accident from one of passive compliance to one of purposeful action. 
She was no longer just promising to follow advice, but artfully using persuasion; that 
is, she represents herself as a more manipulative negotiator, as someone who can 
persuade a medical expert in order to achieve her specific goal. Certainly, this was 
consequential because later in the interview we returned to the topic of her accident.
Extract 10.7
980: AK: well I was going to say were there any unintended or unexpected
ways that it’s affected you 
981: Becca: (laughs)
982: AK: erm
983 : Becca: I think that the fact that I hurt my back was definitely unexpected
984: but I think I also learnt a lot from it
985 : 'cos I ended up spending a lot of time by myself
986: so I learnt more about myself
987: AK: hmmn
988: Becca: which I then had to redefine who I was
989: and for quite a while I was my bad back (laughs)
990: I was (.) I couldn’t do this because of my back
991 : but since then I’ve redefined myself again
992: and kind of got used to the limitations
My rhetorical question (line 980) provides a discursive entry point for Becca 
to re-introduce the topic of her accident. What is noteworthy here is that Becca 
emphasises to me that her accident made her redefine her identity; in short, she 
indicates to me that it inculcated an experiential and self-reflexive process. Again, she
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accentuates her response to the accident; she claims that she resolved the problems 
she encountered and was able to cope with this unexpected event by herself.
Becca’s account of her accident indicates how an unexpected event that 
occurred during her Gap Year has continued to be consequential. Thus, it represents a 
more protracted example of a ‘critical moment’ (Thomson, et al. 2002) that can have 
consequences in terms of ones future life trajectory. However, it also illustrates how 
such an event is resolved by recourse to one’s own actions: for example, despite being 
told by medical experts that she was lucky to be walking and that she should not 
travel, Becca persuaded them to let her return home. Not only does she recount how 
she coped with this event, she conceptualises it as a learning experience.
Josh also stated that an unexpected medical event was a learning experience. 
In the following extract, he explains how he and his girlfriend coped when she was ill 
during their travels in Italy.
Extract 10.8
118: Josh: and there was an incident when my girlfriend got an ear infection
119: AK: hmmn
120: Josh: actually it was a cyst above the ear
121: AK: oh right
122:Josh: and we had to kind of sort out the medical things
123: AK: yeah
124: Josh: and go to the doctors
125: and kind of work our own way around
126: and we did that fine
127: and that kind of prepared me for being out on my own really
128: AK: yeah
129: Josh: so it was a valuable experience
130: AK: yeah
Medical experts are again a key category in this extract, as is the related 
activity of seeking medical advice. Josh emphasises that this was something they had 
to “work our own way around” (line 125); in essence, it was something that they did 
by themselves, unaided. The significant analytic point here is that this may have been 
the first time that Josh and his girlfriend had had to manage their own health issues 
whilst away from home; a parent or another adult did not undertake this activity; Josh 
and his girlfriend competently performed it themselves. Certainly, his assertion that it
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had been a valuable experience is testament to this. However, later in the interview we 
returned to this incident when I asked Josh if  any unexpected events happened during 
his Gap Year, as the following extract indicates.
Extract 10.9
1070: Josh: erm (.) that was the only kind of tricky situation where we had to
try and communicate in another language 
1071: AK: hmnrn
1072: when during the trip did that happen?
1073 : Josh: it was in Italy in Florence
1074: AK: uh-ha
1075 : Josh: which was quite good actually
1076: because erm (.) we found a tourist doctor
1077: AK: uh-ha
1078 : Josh: and they spoke quite good English
1079: but even so (.) trying to describe (.) this bump on her ear
1080: and initially it was (.) erm put down to a spider bite
1081: AK: hmmn
1082: Josh: or an insect bite
1083: AK: hmmn
1084: Josh: and so she went away again
1085 : and then three days later (.) it was hurting so much that we had to
return
1086: and er (0.1 ) then another doctor saw her
1087: and concluded that it was a cyst
1088: so (0.1) it was quite difficult communicating I think how she was
feeling to this tourist doctor
Here Josh provides a more elaborate explanation of the event, replete with details 
about communicating in a foreign language and returning to see a doctor for a second 
time. Therefore, he implies that their response was more active and agentic. Despite 
the difficulties that they encountered, both Josh and his girlfriend dealt with the 
situation themselves. Together, they overcame the problem-at-hand and competently 
resolved a critical situation.
These two medical events are distinct. Indeed, we might suggest that Becca’s 
accident was more serious since it has had enduring consequences. However, 
regardless of which one we might deem more significant, the key analytic point is that 
both respondents are making these events significant in this context. Telling others 
(including me) about these events represents a method that enables these young 
people to emphasise their own position as knowledgeable and competent agents, in
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contrast to others, particularly medical professionals, who they represent as 
acquiescent or uncertain. Indeed, this method was evident in other accounts where my 
respondents were detailing unexpected events, such as those related to criminality 
and/or threats.
Criminality and/or Threats
Four of my respondent’s recounted incidents related to actual or suspected criminal 
activity to me. These invariably involved theft, especially amongst those who were 
travelling as part of their Gap Year experience. What was particularly notable about 
these accounts was the way that my respondents explained to me that they actively 
resolved the situation themselves. In the following two extracts, Sarah and Hannah 
explain how they adapted their own experiential knowledge in order to maintain 
safety and prevent possible criminal actions.
Extract 10.10
196: AK: erm (.) so you had to be careful that your stuff didn’t get nicked?
197: Sarah: yeah (.) it’s kind of (.) I think most of the time you can tell when
you can trust someone 
198: AK: hmmn
199: Sarah: and if there’s people in (.) like people in our rooms who are just the
same as us
200: then you’re kind of thinking (.) a lot of it does go on a trust basis
201: AK: yeah
202: Sarah: from the way that we don’t want our stuff stolen
203: they don’t want their stuff stolen
204: so they’re not going to nick it off of us
205: AK: right
206: Sarah: and we’re not going to nick it off them
207: but you do like have to be careful of it
208: so you don’t like (.) I wouldn’t go leaving my passport and my
money and credit cards and stuff lying around 
209: AK: yeah
210: Sarah: I always put them somewhere safe
In the above extract, Sarah characterises herself as someone who is capable of 
identifying whether someone is trustworthy or not, partly because of their similarity 
(or difference) to herself. She also indicates that a reciprocal, anti-theft ‘rule’ operates 
in youth hostels, although she does indicate that certain objects have to be guarded to 
a greater degree than others. Therefore, Sarah’s account implies that she used 
experiential knowledge about a situation in order to prevent a theft. As such, Sarah
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locates the level of responsibility for preventing criminality within her; it is her 
responsibility to ensure her own safety. In the extract below, Hannah is also 
concerned with criminality and ensuring her own safety.
Extract 10.11
195: Hannah: and this happened on the second or third night 
196 : and I was absolutely petrified
197: AK: yeah
198: Hannah: but y'know I woke up the next day
199: and I told the night-porter guy because we were both changing
shifts
200: y'know I started at six and he finished at six
201: AK: yeah
202: Hannah: and er (.) I said “someone tried to get in my room"
203: 'cos he could speak English quite well
204: him and the receptionist
205: AK: right
206: Hannah: and er I said this and he said “oh yeah it happens sometimes, people 
come in drunk and get lost”
207: and I was like “oh great I can expect that on a daily basis?”
208: AK: hmmn
209: Hannah: and he said “yeah, yeah, yeah, what time was it?”
210: and I said “about four”
211 : and he goes “I didn’t see anyone come in after about twelve”
212: AK: hmmn
213: Hannah: so I thought ‘is it someone else who works here?’
214: AK: one of your colleagues?
215: Hannah: yeah, one of my colleagues
216: and I just thought ‘God what could have happened?’
217: because, y'know, I only just remembered to put the lock on
218: AK: hmmn
219: Hannah: and if I hadn’t have done that I’d have been absolutely fucked up 
220: AK: yeah
Here Hannah discusses an incident that occurred early on during her stay in 
the hotel, where she worked for part of her Gap Year. This unexpected event led her 
to question the competence of those in positions of authority in the hotel. Hannah 
makes relevant two categories of person in this section of her account: ‘night-porter’ 
and ‘receptionist’. These are important because, in this instance, both can be heard to 
belong to the collection ‘colleagues’. This collection is ‘duplicatively organised’ in 
terms of seniority: for instance, some colleagues would normally be expected to have 
greater knowledge about a work environment. Hence, by emphasising that the 
incident occurred shortly after her arrival (line 195), when Hannah was new to her
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surroundings, she identifies these people as more knowledgeable about the hotel than 
her. As her account unfolds, however, Hannah explains that she did not consider she 
had received an adequate level of protection from the ‘night-porter’ concerning this 
potential criminal incident. Indeed, her retelling of the incident culminates in the 
suggestion that it was her own actions, taking basic security measures, which had 
prevented a potentially catastrophic experience. Her assertion that she would have 
been “fucked up” (line 219) is indicative of how serious a threat she considered this 
incident could have been.
Hannah’s use of verbatim dialogue in this section of her account lends weight 
to the performative impact of the identity that she is constructing at this point. In 
effect, by reproducing actual dialogue, she is able to animate the event in the context 
of the interview. If, for example, she had merely recounted the incident as a sequence 
of events, the dramatic tone of the account could have been lost. In contrast, I hear her 
account as authoritative. Moreover, this adds validity to her own repositioning as a 
knowledgeable and competent agent, in opposition to the incompetence of the hotel 
staff who had failed to ensure her safety.
Hannah’s account highlights an incident where the threat of criminality was 
both unexpected and its source was unknown. It also indicates that some young 
people have to cope with considerable threats during the Gap Year. Indeed, there has 
been much media attention focused on serious attacks and even murders of young 
people who are taking a Gap Year^t Although none of my respondents experienced 
such events, Matthew identified another form of unexpected threat in his account, one 
that was perhaps more significant because it came from within his Gap Year working 
and living environment.
In the following extract, Matthew initially identifies the problem he is about to 
narrate in terms of the intensity of the situation he was located in. He specifies that he 
found the situation intimidating. In explaining why, Matthew identifies the
For examples see Frean, A. 2004a 'Caroline's Killer Stared Into My Eyes' The Times, 19/06/2004 
Edition, London, Morris, S. and Jones, S. 2006 'Student on Thai Backpacking Trip Found Dead After 
Phoning Home' The Guardian, 03/01/2006, London.
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incompetence of the Gap Year provider that organised his work placement as the 
source of his problem.
Extract 10.12
79: Matt: so it was quite intense being there
80: and working in the same house
81 : and trying to get a family atmosphere in the house
82: AK: yeah
83: Matt: and at first I found it a bit intimidating
84: partly because of the religion
85: sort of having to hold hands and say prayers around the table
86: AK: hmmn
87: Matt: which I wasn’t used to
88: AK: hmmn
89: Matt: but the actual thing that got hard was the (0.1) it was actually a very
violent house
90: which [Gap Year Organisation] should’ve known
91 : they were supposed to be houses where you looked after non­
violent people
It is pertinent that Matthew describes the threat as “a very violent house” (line 89) 
because houses are not normally violent, people are. However, rather than locate the 
problem with the household members, Matthew identifies the Gap Year provider 
organisation as irresponsible: “they should’ve known” (line 90). Nevertheless, 
although Matthew identifies the threat at this point in his account, it was not until 
much later that he explained how he resolved the situation himself by recourse to the 
development of a form of experiential knowledge.
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Extract 10.13
380: Matt: I mean there was one principal member who I’ve not mentioned
who wasn’t violent at all 
381: she was a seventy-five year old lady
382: like the perfect sort of grandma type
383: AK: hmmn
384: Matt: but she probably had a mental age of a four year old
385: but only because she’d been in institutions since she was three or
four
386: and er she loved it
387: she was deaf but she was brilliant
388: AK: hmmn
389: Matt: I had a really good relationship with her
390: I used to try and spend as much time as possible with her
391 : because there was no violence
392: AK: yeah
393 : Matt: and it was really good for me to learn sign language
394: although it was her own made-up sign language
395: not recognised sign language (.) just her own
In explaining how he managed the threat posed by more violent house 
members, Matthew contrasts this collection of individuals with a particular house 
member who he identifies as having a number of important attributes that he 
continually refines in terms of age, gender and ability. For instance, Matthew initially 
characterises this woman by her chronological age before referring to a cultural 
category: “grandma type” (line 382). Subsequently, Matthew categorises her 
cognitive abilities and provides a rationale for this. In consequence, Matthew is able 
to dissociate her from categories that he has previously made relevant in relation to 
his account of his Gap Year work environment: violent house members and unreliable 
experts. Indeed, he indicates that he developed his relationship with this woman 
because it reduced the level of threat from other house members. Thus, by acquiring 
an understanding of a unique form of communicative action, “her own made-up sign 
language” (line 394), Matthew indicates that he was able to resolve the threat he had 
identified by developing experiential knowledge himself in order to cope with an 
unexpected and disturbing event; it was not something that was resolved for him by 
the organisation.
I have stated that the two categories of unexpected events that I have discussed 
thus far are examples of ‘atrocity stories’ (Baruch 1981; Dingwall 1977). These, as I
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noted above, are events that are told as being of significant consequence for one’s 
sense of identity or sense of well-being. They enable the teller to gain a degree of 
competence in relation to, amongst others, professionals or those with expertise. 
Hence, telling an ‘atrocity story’ about accidents, illness, criminality or threats in 
relation to those deemed to have authority or expertise during the Gap Year, enables 
the teller, in this case the young person who has taken a Gap Year, to achieve two 
ends. First, to identify capabilities that they consider are important. Secondly, to 
identify him or herself as competent. Therefore, as with resolving dilemmas, telling 
how unexpected events were resolved is a method of doing competence in the here 
and now. Before returning to this point in more detail in the conclusion, I will now 
discuss another type of capability that is associated with being competent: being a 
knowledgeable agent.
10.5 Being a Knowledgeable Agent
In this section, I analyse instances in my participants’ accounts when they represented 
themselves as ‘knowledgeable agents’ who could use their experiential knowledge to 
benefit themselves and others. My participants discussed these towards the end of the 
interview, when I asked them to reflect on their Gap Year and consider what advice 
they would pass on to others. Hence, I sought to provide a discursive space in the 
interview itself for them to be knowledgeable agents. However, it was noteworthy that 
none of my participants had any problem with providing this information. They all 
provided elaborate accounts of the value of taking a Gap Year. I have separated these 
accounts into three capabilities related to being a knowledgeable agent: knowing how 
to accomplish a Gap Year; knowing fiiture arenas of action; and knowing what advice 
to give.
Knowing how to accompiish a Gap Year
As I explained in Chapter One, sources of information about the Gap Year are 
discernable on both institutional and cultural surfaces. Frequently, my respondents 
used and evaluated these sources of information interchangeably, especially when the 
issue of attaining funding for a Gap Year became the topic of conversation; as such, 
they explained that knowing how to accomplish a Gap Year successfully was a key 
capability.
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The following three extracts come from the accounts of Anna, Sophie and 
Becca. In each example, they are discussing the issue of funding their respective Gap 
Years. In the first two cases, this involved knowing that using a Gap Year Provider 
organisation would ensure that their parents would provide financial support. 
However, this was not the only reason they resorted to using a Gap Year provider 
organisation.
Extract 10.14
143: Anna: and [Gap Year Organsation] just made it kind of a whole lot more
supportive 
144: AK: yeah
145: so was that kind of quite an important consideration for you?
146: Anna: yeah (.) it was important obviously 'cos I was very young
147: Arma: I wanted to go to a country where they didn’t speak English
148: I wanted to go to a country that was completely different to
England
149: so I think that was important (0.1) originally before I went
150: knowing that you would have that support if anything did go wrong
151: AK: yeah
152: Anna: and also (.) obviously my parents liked that as well
153: AK: right
154: Anna: they didn’t have any say over which company I went with
155: AK: yeah (.) yeah
156: but it was quite important to you that they were comfortable with
it?
157: Arma: yeah yeah
158 'cos I knew they had to pay for it (laughs)
159: AK: (laughs)
160: Anna: (laughs)
161: yeah (.) I mean I was only eighteen I needed them
In extract 10.14 (above). Arma identifies a number of attributes that she 
regarded as important for accomplishing her Gap Year. Firstly, she deemed that 
having the support of an organisation was important because she wanted to visit a 
different culture, with a different language. Secondly, because of her age (“only 
eighteen”), she was financially dependent on her parents. Hence, she explained that 
she based her use of the organisation on a rational assessment of the potential 
constraints that were placed upon her. Thus, the organisation was useful because it 
could resolve these constraints. Perhaps more precisely, Anna could use the 
legitimacy of the organisation to persuade her parents to fund her trip. Indeed, her
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account highlights interesting questions about how some young people who take a 
Gap Year utilise different sources of information to persuade their parents to support 
them during their Gap Year.
As I discussed in Chapter One, Gap Year Provider organisations are aware 
that many of their prospective clients are reliant on their parents for financial support. 
Moreover, they are also aware that parents may have particular concerns about their 
child taking a Gap Year. My respondents expressed these as a concern about safety 
and the long-term effects of taking a break between school and university. Therefore, 
my respondents saw the ‘formality’, or institutional status of these organisations, as 
part of their appeal to their parents, as much as to themselves. They characterised Gap 
Year Provider organisations as producing valid Gap Years, thereby deflecting the 
charge that taking a Gap Year could be a waste of time and also ensuring that it was 
not dangerous, as the following extract indicates.
Extract 10.15
1075: AK: so erm (.) you’d say it’s worth doing through an organisation?
1076: Sophie: yes 
1077: AK: yeah
1078: Sophie: it’s like a safety net just in case something did go wrong
1079: AK: hmmn
1080: Sophie: they’re always there
1081: they’ll always get someone out to you if you need them
1082: so it is a safety net
1083: AK: yeah
1084: Sophie: knowing it was there made me a bit more comfortable I think (.) as 
well
1085 : and it made my parents worry a bit less
1086: AK: right (laughs)
1087: Sophie: (laughs)
1088: AK: yeah I know 'cos a lot of these organisations have either brochures
or websites with sections specifically for parents 
1089: Sophie: hmmn
1090: AK: was that something that you gave to your parents at all?
1091 : Sophie: they found it before I did I think (laughs)
1092: AK: oh did they right (laughs)
1093: Sophie: (laughs)
1094: they were so apprehensive they even had little books like ‘how to
cope with your children going away’ and things like that 
1095: AK: did they?
1096: Sophie: it did help them a lot
1097: but I think they’re just happy for me to be home
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Sophie’s account is notable because she represents her parents as more 
anxious than herself. They had located pertinent information, provided by the Gap 
Year Provider organisation. They were also, she indicates, ‘happy’ that she had 
returned home. Arguably, Sophie uses this account to present herself as capable of 
being able to cope whilst away from home. Conversely, she characterises her parents 
as less emotionally able than herself. Thus, Sophie is able to present herself as able to 
use the information provided by an expert organisation to ensure that her parents 
funded her Gap Year. Arguably, her contention that Gap Year provider organisations 
represent a ‘safety net’ could explain why others, such as Matthew and Hannah, were 
angry about their experiences, as I discussed in the previous section. However, for 
others the financial constraints of using a Gap Year provider organisation were 
insurmountable and identified alternative ways that they had successfully 
accomplished a Gap Year. Hence, their abilities to overcome these problems 
represented another means of displaying competence.
In her account, Becca explained to me that her family were not financially 
prosperous and that she knew that in order to accomplish her objective of taking a 
Gap Year she would have to seek alternative funding herself. However, in the 
following extract she does indicate that her family were able to assist her indirectly 
through their membership of a specific social network.
Extract 10.16
24: Becca: and I looked at [GYPO] and all those standard organisations
25: AK: yeah
26: Becca: I didn’t like the idea of lots of them 'cos you had to pay to go
27: AK: right
28: Becca: and I didn’t fancy that too much
29: AK: hmmn
30: Becca: and at the time I was heavily involved in a Church
31 : like my whole family went to church
32: and I had grown up in the church
33 : and erm the minister of our church just happened to talk about this
mission in [country]
34: AK: oh right
35: Becca: in Central America
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In contrast to Anna and Sophie, who both chose a particular organisation in order to 
persuade their parents to fund them, Becca represents her family connections as a 
means of accomplishing her Gap Year. The wider significance of this account is that 
Becca emphasised to me that her family did not have extra money available to fund 
her Gap Year; she knew that if she wanted to achieve her objective she would have do 
so herself. Her ability to seize the initiative and use a social connection enabled her to 
achieve her objective.
Nobody in my sample suggested that his or her particular Gap Year experience 
had been either a waste of time or something that he or she had regretted. In one 
respect, this is unsurprising since my respondents were giving up their time to talk 
about their experiences. Those who regretted their decision to take a Gap Year may 
simply not have taken part. However, some of my respondents explained to me what 
they considered an ‘inadequate’ Gap Year would be; in practice, they speculated what 
would constitute a ‘waste of time’. Interestingly, this was related to different 
experiences to their own: for example, some of those who travelled were dismissive 
about those who remained in the UK and worked, and vice versa. Arguably, these 
accounts are forms of distinction amongst those who could be categorised as being 
part of the same group: gappers. Certainly, this further supports Heath’s (2007) 
assertion that a hierarchy operates to ‘discipline’ Gap Year experiences. It also 
supports my assertion that taken-for-granted understandings that constitute the Gap 
Year as a ‘cultural script’ represent it in developmental terms. To this extent, the 
ability to accomplish a Gap Year successfully means situating one’s experiences in 
relation to this script. Indeed, this was particularly evident when my participants 
imagined when and where their Gap Year experiences could be useful in their future 
lives.
Knowing future arenas of action
Some respondents referred to imagined situations or events in their future lives 
whereby their Gap Year experiences could or could not be useful. David, for instance, 
imagined how his experience of a ‘real world’ situation during his Gap Year had 
enabled him to reach a decision about coming to university. This is evident in the 
following extract.
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Extract 10.17
427: David: I knew that without getting the qualification at uni
428: AK: yeah
429: David: I wouldn’t get to where I wanted to go
430: AK: yeah
431 : David: but I think it took me the Gap Year to actually work that out
[...]
436: and it’s sort of like a bit of a kick in the teeth
437: it’s like ‘wow this is the real world’
438: AK: right (laughs)
439: David: this is getting up early and getting back late
440: AK: yeah (laughs)
441: David: that sort of thing
Here David clearly associates his Gap Year work experience with his decision to 
come to university. That is, David imagined himself at university, a specific arena of 
action, as an effect of taking his Gap Year. His characterisation of what precipitated 
this decision is interesting. David likens his Gap Year work experience to a physical 
pain; something that he considered gave it the quality of reality. This reality, David 
indicates, resulted from the temporality of his working day; it was a disciplinary 
experience. By representing his experience in this way he represents it as a precursor 
to imagining himself “getting the qualification” (line 427) he needed. Therefore, by 
imagining his future at university, David outlines what he considers is a key ability: 
life planning.
The use of imagined arenas of action when undertaking forms of life planning 
can also be viewed in the following extract (extract 10.18 overleaf), which is taken 
from Paul’s account. Here, Paul imagines how his Gap Year work experiences might 
be useful in the future by explaining that he learnt that happiness and enjoyment are 
more important to him than “having money” (line 596). Paul categorises the person he 
imagines having this conversation with as a technical expert with certain lifestyle 
accessories.
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Extract 10.18
580: Paul: I do regret not doing something interesting with my Year Out
581: but er I also think it was incredibly valuable
582: erm (0.2) I think there is an extent of (.) in the middle-class (.) and
people who are quite comfortable 
5 83 : there is certainly an extent of people who will never do a (0.1)
y'know a manual job 
584: a menial job
585 : and a job they don’t necessarily really enjoy
586: AK: hmmn
587: Paul: y'know you’d speak to people and they’d say ‘oh I just hate my job’
588: ‘oh what do you do?’
589: ‘oh, well y'know I work in computing and I earn thirty grand and I
drive a Saab now’
590: and you think ‘ok, fair enough, but you hate your job?’
591: ‘yeah, I hate my job’
592: well that’s a very different hating your job than literally waking up
in the morning and thinking ‘oh God I’ve got to go and pack four 
thousand shampoo bottles’ y'know 
593: AK: yeah
594: Paul : or y'know manual labour type j obs stuff like that
595 : erm, (.) it makes you realise that you don’t ever want to do a job
that you don’t enjoy doing 
596: and it makes you, it certainly made me realise that being happy (.)
and enjoying what you do in life is far more important than having 
money
In this extract, Paul characterises his Gap Year as providing him with 
experiential knowledge about graduate employment and lifestyles. It is significant that 
this imagined conversation follows his own statement that he would have preferred to 
have undertaken a more interesting Year Out. It is, therefore, possible to assert that by 
emphasising what he learned from his experience, in terms of developing an 
experiential knowledge of other’s lives, Paul is able to validate his Gap Year and 
reject the potential charge that it was a waste of time. As such, Paul aligns his own 
experience with a ‘cultural script’ of the Gap Year that infers it is a pedagogical 
experience and a form of life planning. However, some of my participants recognised 
that the degree of alignment between a specific Gap Year experience and its culturally 
prescribed outcomes was highly variable. Again, they addressed this through an 
imagined arena of action: a job interview.
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In the following two extracts, Nikki and Sarah imagine how useful certain Gap 
Year experiences could be in a job interview. In extract 10.19 (below), after stating 
that “working or committing to anything” (line 1655) during a Gap Year is important 
in terms of gaining future employment, Nikki contrasts the attributes of two potential 
candidates for a job: one who has only a degree and one who has had a particular type 
of Gap Year experience.
Extract 10.19
1655: Nikki: so I think that working (.) or committing to anything
1656 I mean fine y'know if (.) in your Gap Year you’ve gone and worked 
in South Afiica helping to build an orphanage
1657 AK: yeah
1658 Nikki: that is some form of commitment
1659 it’s much stronger than a degree is
1660 y'know if you can say that in a job interview
1661 'know say ‘I’ve worked on an orphanage’
1662 that’s a hell of a lot more impressive than y'know ‘I’ve got a two 
one in physics’
1663: ok (.) y'know well so has he
1664: so have all the people who’ve applied for this job
1665: but you’ve also built an orphanage in South Africa
1666: AK: hmmn
1667: Nikki: that’s just got a little bit more of an edge
1668: it does give you an edge I think
1669: because you are different to everybody else
1670: not everybody takes a Gap Year
1671: AK: yeah
1672: Nikki: everybody goes to university
1673: AK: hmmn
1674: Nikki: well that majority of people anyway
1675: so I think it does give you that slight (.) edge on everybody else
Nikki’s account has a number of interesting features. Firstly, she selects 
categories of Gap Year employment that have specific moral connotations. Acquiring 
these, she suggests, provide her with ‘an edge’. Hence, they have a degree of 
symbolic capital. Secondly, she suggests that having ‘an edge’ is important because 
“everybody goes to university” (line 1672). Although she qualifies this, it is apparent 
that Nikki imagines that having ‘an edge’ in a job interview is important since she 
repeats this assertion.
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It is possible to view this account as further supporting evidence for the 
suggestion that those who take a Gap Year use it to produce ‘personal capital’ in order 
to compete in an increasingly competitive graduate employment market (Heath 2007). 
Certainly, a number of my respondents produced similar accounts. However, not all 
my respondents were as sanguine about the instrumental benefits of taking a Gap 
Year. Indeed, in the following extract Sarah imagines how a prospective employer 
might view similar categories and attributes.
Extract 10.20
1473 : AK: and what about what you did in your Gap Year do you think that
that will be useful in terms of getting a job? 
erm (.) I think it will be useful for me 
hmmn
but it might not be looked at
I’m not sure if when people see what you’ve done in that way 
hmmn
I’m not sure how they look at it 
hmmn
obviously it looks better if you’ve done stuff yourself 
that you’ve organised yourself 
and worked and earned some money 
hmmn
and like committed yourself to something 
and actually done it 
yeah
but then so many people write stuff like that (.) just to sort of get 
points 
1489: AK: yeah
1490: Sarah: they just like rave on about how it made them so great and things 
like that 
1491: AK: yeah
1492: Sarah: and they’re probably getting sick of it by now 
1493: AK: yeah
1494: Sarah: like looking at CVs with all this list of things that people have done 
and things like that 
1495: AK: yeah
1496: Sarah: they must be getting like a little bit sick of people (.) raving on
about how much they’ve learnt (.) in Africa 
1497: looking after people and stuff like that
1474:
1475:
1476:
1477:
1478:
1479:
1480:
1481:
1482:
1483:
1484:
1485:
1486:
1487:
1488:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
AK:
Sarah:
When compared to Nikki, Sarah is more negative in her assessment of what 
potential employers think about Gap Year travel. Rather than providing ‘an edge’, 
Sarah imagines that employers are more nuanced in their interpretations of what 
appears on an applicants CV. It is not possible to ascertain which interpretation is
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more valid. However, it is noteworthy that in both cases Nikki and Sarah are 
identifying themselves, to me, as knowledgeable agents; that is, they know how 
useful, or not, a Gap Year is in this imagined arena of action. This was also evident in 
Steven’s account, where we were discussing how useful his Gap Year work 
experiences had been in job applications he had made since his Gap Year ended.
Extract 10.21
833: Steve: so I used it quite a bit then
834: AK: hmmn
835 : Steve: but I think now if I was to go for a different job
836: AK: hmmn
837: Steve: I think sort of employers would be expecting me to have something
more relevant (laughs)
838: AK: yeah
839: Steve: examples and stuff so (laughs)
840: AK: yeah
841 : Steve: so I don’t think it would feature very much now I think it would
probably just be like a footnote, it was just something that I did 
842: AK: yeah
843: Steve: er, but I think perhaps employers at the time liked it
844: Steve: and perhaps would in the future because it shows you’re perhaps
like a little bit different from other applicants 
845: Steve: 'cos it something that not everyone’s done.
846: AK: yeah
847: Steve: so I think probably I would still include it in that respect
What is interesting to note here is that Steven describes how his Gap Year 
experience is now a “footnote” (line 841) on his CV. He suggests, therefore, that the 
value of taking a Gap Year for gaining an ‘edge’ over others is limited; whilst he used 
it immediately after his degree, its value has subsequently decreased. Indeed, shortly 
after this point in the interview, Steven located his assessment of the value of the Gap 
Year in a wider time span, suggesting to me that its value decreased as he had aged 
(he was 25 years old when I interviewed him and was preparing to buy a house with 
his girlfriend). Nonetheless, the significance of Steven’s account is his ability to 
reflect on the potentiality of his Gap Year in the future. Steven, like other 
respondents, is able to represent himself as having knowledge about the Gap Year that 
not only differentiates him from others, but which could also be communicated to 
others. Providing this knowledge, therefore, imbues Steven and my other respondents 
with a certain cachet.
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Knowing what advice to give
The ability to know what advice to give others was something that I prompted for 
during the interviews. Indeed, the final question that I always asked my participants 
was “if you were asked to give advice to someone who was considering taking a Gap 
Year, what would you say?” Nobody said that he or she would discourage someone 
from taking a Gap Year, although several participants stipulated certain criteria that 
individuals should consider. One of these criteria was that taking a Gap Year was 
important because it encouraged a period of reflexive self-development in one’s life. 
In the following two extracts this is apparent from the attributes that are associated 
with being in education: constraint and hard work.
In extract 10.22 (overleaQ, Nikki clearly identifies the Gap Year as a 
moratorium from being in the education system. Since Nikki had worked in the UK 
during her Gap Year it is notable that she begins this section of her account by stating 
that “it’s valuable whatever you do” (line 1442). This positions her as a 
knowledgeable agent; as one who can speak as a ‘past-gapper’, regardless of her 
individual experience. However, it is also significant that she asserts that taking a 
period of time out from education is important because it will prevent someone from 
‘dropping-out’ of university. Hence, she represents the validity of taking a Gap Year 
as a form of insurance against making an error in one’s future life. Cumulatively, 
Nikki represents herself in this extract as an ‘expert advisor’ about Higher Education 
more generally. Indeed, she claims that people who have had a Gap Year rarely drop 
out of university within their first year.
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Extract 10.22
1442: Nikki: erm (0.1) so I think it’s valuable whatever you do 
1443: AK: yeah
1444: Nikki: just to have that year when you’re not constrained by education 
1445: AK: hmmn
1446: Nikki: because it is (.) it can be quite constraining at times 
1447: and y'know when you’ve got to eighteen you’ve already been in
education for like fourteen years 
1448: AK: yeah
1449: Nikki: and then to go into another three 
[...]
1452: Nikki: it’s a good portion of your life 
1453: AK: yeah
1454: Nikki: and I think you just need a rest more than anything 
1455: AK: yeah
1456: Nikki: I mean fine don’t mess around for a year 
1457: but (.) take a breather from sort of education
1458: 'cos otherwise I think it can get just a bit too much
1459: AK: hmmn
1460: Nikki: and that’s why people drop out
1461: I mean (.) you rarely find that the people who drop out of university
within the first year are people who’ve taken Gap Years
The claim to know that the Gap Year acts as a moratorium from education is 
also evident in the following extract (extract 10.23 overleaf), which is taken fi*om the 
interview I conducted with Julie. However, Julie contends that the Gap Year is not 
“an excuse not to go to university” (line 1681). Her advice, based on her own 
experience, is to use the Gap Year as a break, a suspension of being educated and 
assessed. It is also important to observe that both Nikki and Julie view not going to 
university as non-negotiable. In their respective accounts, the advice that they offer 
others is to use the Gap Year to ensure that going to university will be a success; in 
effect, that it will enable them to become a competent student.
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Extract 10.23
1674: Julie: I think make sure you’re not taking a Gap Year because you don’t
want to carry on 
1675: as an excuse not to carry on
[...]
1681 
1682
1683
1684
1685
1686 
1687
Julie: erm (.) it’s not an excuse not to go to university
I think it’s a really good break 
because they work you so hard 
like you’re in school from the age of four 
like nursery school 
up to the age of eighteen
and then it’s like you’re expected to do another three plus years at 
university
1688: I think it’s too much for some people
1689: AK: hmmn
1690: Julie: erm it was too much for me
1691 : and it benefited me taking a step back from that
Taking a Gap Year to become a competent student conforms to the 
information produced by a number of Gap Year provider organisations, as I noted in 
Chapter One. To this extent, both Nikki’s and Julie’s accounts do not diverge 
significantly from this ‘cultural script’. Their status as knowledgeable agents is, 
through the categories and attributes they use in their accounts, a replication of this 
script. By its performativity they demonstrate their competence.
A somewhat different version of the use of this script is emphasised as the 
ability to be something other than just a competent student. Amanda, for instance, told 
me that taking a Gap Year was important in order to develop one’s self. This is 
apparent in the following extract (extract 10.24 overleaf) where she constructs the 
Gap Year as an experiential journey. Indeed, her characterisation that one may need to 
be ‘pushed’ and ‘forced’ through this process indicates that it may be disruptive. 
Nonetheless, she explains that it is worthwhile because “the student world is a bit 
sheltered” (line 899). Effectively, Amanda positions herself as knowledgeable about 
other worlds, beyond education; in effect, worlds that one encounters in adulthood.
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Extract 10.24
888: Amanda: I don’t think at all that somebody should go from 'A' levels 
to university
889: AK: Hmmn
890: Amanda: 'cos that’s a hard four years like
891: y'know it’s very like school
892: you really need that year out to just explore yourself
893: AK: yeah
894: Amanda: 'cos during your 'A' levels (.) I mean it is so intense
895: you don’t have time to sort of (.) develop your personality 
or whatever
896: because (.) y'know you don’t (.) you need to be pushed into 
the workforce
897: or else go travelling in order to (.) erm (.) sort of realise 
things about you (.) that you didn’t (.) y'know know before
898: and sort of be forced to deal with situations that you 
wouldn’t (0.1) normally
899: because this student world is a bit sheltered (.) do y'know 
what I mean?
By displaying knowledge of ‘worlds’ outside of the education system, Amanda and 
other respondents are able to construct their own identities in opposition to fellow 
students who have not had such experiences. It is not that their experiences give them 
social competence per se but they have more competence than others. By passing on 
their knowledge, they are further representing their difference from others in a social 
group that they can be identified as belonging to: students.
10.6 Conclusions
In this chapter, I have demonstrated how my respondents recounted a number of 
capabilities that they attained during their Gap Years. These are: resolving dilemmas 
associated with expertise; coping with the unexpected; and being a knowledgeable 
agent. /
Being capable of resolving dilemmas associated with expertise was significant 
because it enabled my respondents to distinguish different stages of their life course. 
For instance, it enabled them to separate their adolescence from their adulthood. Thus, 
performatively, this representation acts as a method of displaying competence in the 
interview. To simplify, it enables the teller to distinguish their current self from a
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previous self. Resolving a dilemma during the Gap Year represents a practical display 
of being competent. Recounting it further bolsters this identification.
Being able to cope with unexpected events was another capability that some of 
my respondents emphasised to me. Again, experts or those in authority were prevalent 
categories of people in these accounts. However, I noted that in these instances my 
respondents told ‘atrocity stories’, which enable the teller to imbue her identity with a 
certain value or status. Hence, telling an ‘atrocity story’ imbues the teller with a 
degree of competence, often by recounting that others were incompetent: the utterance 
has a performative effect.
The capability to be a knowledgeable agent about the Gap Year, by either 
knowing how to accomplish a Gap Year, imagining how it may be useful in the future 
and knowing what advice to give others, was also discussed by my respondents. On 
these occasions, they invoked a key competence: reflexivity. They had reflexively and 
artfully managed to persuade their parents to help finance Gap Year travel or sought 
out alternative methods of fiinding. They reflexively considered how their Gap Year 
experiences would, or would not, be useful in their future lives; a form of life 
planning. They also had reflexively considered what advice they would give to others 
who might be thinking of taking a Gap Year. This involved deciding upon elements of 
their experiences they would emphasise and those they would not. Therefore, being a 
knowledgeable agent meant that these young people effectively represented 
themselves as having expertise and authority, itself a notable transition in their 
identities.
Therefore, in terms of the relationship between identity, competence and age, 
my respondents were doing competence and through this practice, together with the 
fact that it was frequently associated with aged attributes, I believe that this represents 
their use of competence as a form of doing adulthood. Representing oneself as 
competent, as developing it through one’s Gap Year and thereby segmenting one’s 
life according to its development has the performative effect of doing adulthood in the 
here and now. My respondents were engaged in undertaking reflexive identity work, 
but they did this in terms of aged attributes, as they have done throughout the different 
topics I have focused on in my analysis chapters.
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Chapter Eleven 
Reconsidering the Gap: Discussion and Conclusions 
11.1 Introduction
In this thesis, I have been concerned to explore young people’s accounts of taking a 
pre-university Gap Year. My rationale for undertaking this study has been to consider 
what, if anything, young people’s accounts of taking a pre-university Gap Year tell us 
about how they construct their age identities. In effect, I have suggested that the Gap 
Year provides us with a strategic viewpoint to explore the intersection of age and 
identity in contemporary British society. I believe that this issue is critically 
significant given my reading of three bodies of literature relating to identity, age and 
the Gap Year, in addition to my own previous empirical work on this topic. In this 
concluding chapter, I will gather the threads of my analysis, combining them with and 
relating them to my review of the three bodies of literature I have identified. In the 
first section of this chapter, I briefly reassert my key findings. This presages my 
subsequent discussion of three analytical themes and their associated concepts. After 
outlining each of these, I provide some analytical and methodological reflections. 
Finally, I make some concluding comments on the overall contribution of my thesis.
11.2 Key findings
In Chapter Seven, I discussed how the structure and organisation of my respondents’ 
accounts have specific outcomes in terms of identity work. I explained how the 
structure of the interview, its opening, the use of the ‘travel’ and ‘work’ collections 
plus doing collaborative talk all work to produce an account that is recognisably about 
the Gap Year. Overall, I began to observe the practices of accounting and the 
collections, categories and attributes (hereafter CCAs) used by my respondents and 
me. Three substantive topics emerged from my respondents’ accounts. These were 
developing the self, relationships with family and ftfends, and capabilities and 
competence.
Chapter Eight focused on accounts of developing the self during the Gap Year. 
Here I focused on three attributes that a significant number of my respondents made
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relevant in their accounts: confidence, maturity and independence. These attributes 
were recounted as important developmental outcomes of taking their Gap Year 
because they enabled preparation for university and life in the future. Moreover, I 
noted how my respondents used these attributes to make distinctions between 
themselves and others and to distinguish their selves across time. However, I analysed 
instances where my respondents sought to minimise these distinctions too. In short, I 
argued that their accounts of developing their selves were inherently linked to social 
context.
I further examined the importance of social context in Chapter Nine, where I 
focused on two key collections of people evident in my respondents’ accounts: their 
relationships with family and friends. These accounts indicated that various forms of 
change and continuity occurred in these relationships, both during and after the Gap 
Year. I noted that my respondents, in general, characterised their relationships with 
their parents as having become more ‘adult-like’ due to taking their Gap Year, 
something that they emphasised as a positive change. In contrast, their friendships, 
both established and new, were characterised as sometimes more problematic. 
However, this was not a simple distinction; in certain times and contexts, relationships 
with parents could be strained and relationships with friends unproblematic. 
Moreover, I considered that telling me about these changes and continuities in the 
‘discursive space’ of the interview represented another means of doing identity work 
and displaying how one’s own identity had changed over time.
In the final analysis chapter. Chapter Ten, I specifically focused on how my 
respondents identified capabilities that they achieved during, or as an effect of taking, 
their Gap Year. I argued that this represented a means by which they displayed 
competence. It was, I think, particularly significant that all of my respondents 
recounted that they had become more competent as an effect of taking their Gap Year. 
Indeed, I asserted that they represented the capabilities that they generated during 
their Gap Years as a means of further developing the self and distinguishing 
themselves from others. One notable means of achieving this was evident in their use 
of ‘atrocity stories’, whereby the incompetence of those with expertise or authority 
was made relevant. Generally, my respondents represented themselves as being more
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capable, more competent, because of their Gap Year; thereby, by implication, it had 
enabled them to develop, to mature.
In the following sections, I will draw out the key themes and concepts that I 
have discerned in my analysis; themes and concepts that, in effect, connect the 
different topics of my analysis. These are represented in the following diagram (figure 
11.1).
Figure 11.1: Key themes and concepts
Accounting for 
Discontinuities
Doing Aduithoods
reflexive identity 
constructs
X
■zone'of transition
individualisation and 
Normativity
age capital
chrononormativity
acceleration performativity
I will now consider each theme and concept in turn.
11.3 Accounting for (Dis)continuities
Change and continuity, or (dis)continuities, emerged as a key theme across my 
respondents’ accounts. It was evident in relation to two concepts: reflexive identity 
constructs and ‘zone’ of transitions.
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Reflexive identity constructs
In many points in their accounts, my respondents identified how they had changed or 
stayed the same as an effect of taking a Gap Year, although it is notable that the 
emphasis was mostly on change. These sections of their accounts, I contend, 
demonstrate that they were engaged in creating reflexive identity constructs, because 
they relate to, but are distinguishable from, the notion of reflexive identity projects 
that are central to social approaches delineated in the works of Beck, and particularly, 
Giddens (Beck 1992; 2002; Beck, et al. 2003; Giddens 1991; 1994). In these works, 
reflexive identity projects are a consequence of a new era of modernity: reflexive or 
late modernity. These commentators assert that individuals are forced to undertake 
this identity work because the traditional structures, which ascribed identity roles and 
norms in modem societies, have become less constraining; an effect, they argue, of 
the rationalising tendencies inherent within modernity itself.
My notion of reflexive identity constmcts differs from this conceptualisation 
for a number of reasons. First, I believe that my respondents worked up and worked 
out their identities in the course of the interaction; that is, as they told me about their 
Gap Year, they simultaneously constmcted an identity for themselves in their talk. 
Hence, my concept owes much to the notion of identities-in-talk evident in 
conversation and discourse analysis (Antaki and Widdicombe 1998; Edwards 1998a; 
McKinlay and Dunnett 1998; Weatherall 2000; 2002; Widdicombe 1998a; 1998b; 
Wooffitt and Clark 1998; Zimmerman 1998). Additionally, it owes much to the 
‘documentary method of interpretation’ (Garfrnkel 1984) whereby information is 
taken to correspond to an underlying meaning or pattern, whilst simultaneously 
realigning that meaning or pattern. Hence, by recounting how one’s identity has 
changed and developed during a Gap Year, one is simultaneously, and reflexively, 
updating one’s understandings of that change and development. Whereas, a 'reflexive 
project of the self (Giddens 1991) is a relatively decontextualised, abstract 
phenomenon, a reflexive identity construct is not. My respondents and I produced 
these identities within the ‘discursive space’ of the interview for that occasion. In this 
sense, my notion of reflexive identity constmcts differs from the notion of reflexive 
identity projects because I am not suggesting that this activity is universal, constant or 
tied to the conditions of late or reflexive modemity. Rather, reflexive identity 
constmcts are a method used by members within a situation to accomplish their
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identities, in situ, not necessarily as part of a rationalised, ongoing project. So why do 
young people use this method in an interview about their Gap Years? In short, what is 
the substance of these constructs?
Two identifications that my respondents were producing in the context of their 
accounts were ‘interview respondent’ and ‘young person who has taken a Gap Year’, 
both of which were made relevant during the recruitment process, as I noted in 
Chapter Six. Naturally, they were producing other aspects of their identities, as I have 
discussed throughout the analysis chapters. However, for the purpose of this section 
of my discussion, I will focus on these two.
Evidence for my assertion can be seen in Chapter Seven, where I noted that 
some respondents ended their accounts by seeking to clarify with me if they had 
provided me with the details that I required. In effect, they were seeking to clarify 
whether their accounts were valid. Similarly, regardless of whether I used a 
‘prescriptive’ or ‘flexible’ style of opening for the interview, my respondents’ 
accounts constituted their Gap Years within the same temporal period of their lives: 
when they finished their 'A' levels to The point where they went to university. 
Therefore, I maintain that my respondents created reflexive identity constructs in 
order to temporalise the self; they used them to signify to me that they were 
recounting, and indeed ordering, a specific period of their lives, for me, in the context 
of this interview. Certainly, this assertion affirms my impression, which I noted in 
Chapter Four, that young people do indeed use the Gap Year as a ‘resource’ for doing 
forms of identity work; an assertion that I will continue to discuss in subsequent 
sections of this chapter.
It is worth noting at this point, however, that my respondents may not always 
use their Gap Year in this manner. They may talk, for instance, about a specific 
activity as a means of illustrating their abilities. Moreover, they may tell a very 
different account in another context, using their own knowledge of what the situation 
and its members require. Therefore, my analysis supports the suggestion that Beck 
and Giddens’ notions of reflexive identity projects are too universalistic and 
rationalistic (Adkins 2002; Lash 1994; 2003; McNay 1999). Instead, I consider that
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reflexive identity constructs, as situated accomplishments, are intimately tied to the 
process of constructing accounts for specific purposes and specific occasions.
The situational character of my respondents’ accounts of their Gap Years also 
demonstrates that reflexive identity constructs support and extend the notion of 
'critical moments' (Thomson, et al. 2002) whereby events become consequential in a 
subsequent telling. Indeed, it is possible to view ‘critical moments’ as a particular 
type of reflexive identity construct, one that is made relevant in a particular account 
but not necessarily in another. For example, I noted in Chapter Ten how some 
respondents reported events as indicative of their ability to cope with the unexpected, 
to resolve certain crises. My reasoning here is that ‘critical moments’ are more 
situated than Thomson et al imply, not only in terms of an individual’s biography, but 
also when telling parts of that biography to others. In effect, the audience of these 
accounts is as significant as the content of the accounts themselves; indeed, the two 
are indivisible, an issue I will return to later in this conclusion.
Does this mean, however, that the content of these constructs is irrelevant? 
Not at all, for in creating reflexive identity constructs in their interviews, my 
respondents were drawing upon specific CCAs, recounting these in terms of a number 
of transitions or (dis)continuities in different fields of action and affirming 
(dis)continuities in their selves. In effect, reflexive identity constructs are methods to 
temporalise the self, they make (dis)continuities ‘observable and reportable’ 
(Garfinkel 1984).
‘Zone’ of transitions
In their accounts, my respondents referred to a number of actions and events that 
resonated with issues I had discerned in my review of the literature concerning 
transitions to adulthood. In Chapter Three, I discussed four fields of transitions 
studied in previous research: education, employment, housing and relationships. My 
respondents discussed these to varying degrees, including the extent to which they 
had experienced change and continuity within each field during and after their Gap 
Year. I will consider (dis)continuities within each of these fields, before I outline and 
explain why I believe that this implies that the Gap Year can be conceptualised as a 
‘zone’ of transitions.
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The majority of my respondents identified education as a key site of 
(dis)continuity before, during and after their Gap Years. Put simply, they explained 
that their Gap Year would not have been a Gap Year had it not been for their position 
within the education system. Of course, this was a key requirement for them to be 
included in my research. Nonetheless, many respondents viewed their Gap Year as 
enabling them to accomplish the transition from school to university successfully. 
Indeed, I argued that some of my respondents explained to me that without taking a 
Gap Year they would not have been able to achieve this educational transition at all. 
Inevitably, they represented university in certain ways: for example, Chantelle 
described it as “real life”, whilst Paul deliberately chose to take a Gap Year because 
he could “have a laugh” before he began his degree. In effect, some of my 
respondents’ accounts represented university as a different arena to school, more 
‘adult-like’ and less associated with childhood. Whilst some embraced this new arena, 
others were more uncertain. It is notable that David and indeed a number of my other 
respondents’ accounts support the notion of ‘learning fatigue’ (Ball, et al. 2000); that 
is, they took a Gap Year to opt-out of the process of educational transition. They had 
“had enough” of the constant round of assessments. Since the Gap Year provided a 
moratorium from these, some of my respondents effectively sidelined the transition 
from school to university for a year, whilst others regarded it as a period of 
preparation.
In Chapter Three I noted that education transitions are closely related to 
employment transitions, the latter traditionally being viewed as a central marker of 
attaining adulthood. Around half of my respondents’ accounts contained reference to 
using their Gap Year as a means of entering the labour market. It was, for some, an 
opportunity to earn and save some money. In this sense. Gap Year employment is 
different from other forms of adult employment because it is unlikely to be 
permanent; it was sometimes continuous with forms of flexible, part-time work that 
studies suggest are cbmmon amongst school age students (Hobbs and McKechnie 
1997; Hodgson and Spours 2001; Leonard 2002). Despite this, several of my 
respondents represented their Gap Year employment as being formative. I noted in 
Chapter Eight how some respondents classified their Gap Year work experiences as a 
means of developing or restoring confidence, maturity and/or independence. 
Additionally, in Chapter Nine I noted how being financially independent was
248
significant for some respondents because it meant that others viewed them as 
independent. However, others represented themselves as being less financially 
competent. This finding supports previous research, which suggests that students view 
having a disposable income as an important indicator that they have some agency and 
autonomy from their parents, although they are sometimes still reliant on parents for 
financial assistance (Christie, et al. 2001). Therefore, being financially competent was 
associated with becoming an adult, to an extent.
Perhaps of more significance was how my respondents categorised their work 
experiences. Whilst some undertook forms of low-pay/low-status work, others 
worked in more prestigious and professional occupations. Despite this, my 
respondents categorised the employment that they undertook during their Gap Year in 
developmental terms; thus, whatever the status of the employment, they expressed the 
view that it had been a learning experience. Some, however, explained that they 
believed that its long-term effects, in terms of gaining future employment, would be 
limited. This contrasts to previous research, which has tended to view students as ill 
informed about the graduate employment market (Oliver 2004). Certainly, although 
my respondents displayed varying degrees of awareness in their accounts, it is 
problematic to assume that they did not understand or had not fully considered these 
limitations.
Whilst educational and employment transitions are frequently viewed as fields 
in which one becomes an adult, this in part reflects a broader assumption that 
attaining financial independence enables individuals to attain domestic independence; 
to leave their family or childhood home (Holdsworth 2000; Holdsworth and Morgan 
2005; Jones 1995; Settersten Jr 1998). The majority of my respondents who had left 
home during their Gap Year did so in order to go travelling. This field of transition 
marked a major differentiation between those who worked in the UK and those who 
travelled overseas during their Gap Years. Furthermore, whatever the circumstances, 
my respondents accounted for this transition differentially. Some respondents who 
travelled experienced ‘homesickness’; in contrast, others refuted this emotional 
attachment to home. More significant, perhaps, was the variability in how my 
respondents conceptualised ‘home’. Some represented their parents’ home as a 
domain of childhood; indeed, one respondent contrasted this to a ‘home’ she lived in
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during her travels, which she classified in terms similar to a ‘quasi-commune’ (Heath 
2004). Others suggested that their Gap Year transformed their relationship with their 
home. Overall, although not all my respondents left home during their Gap Years, this 
arena emerged as a key category for them to explain how they had, or had not, 
experienced (dis)continuities in their relationships with their parents both during and 
after their Gap Year.
Many respondents emphasised to me that during their Gap Year they had 
repositioned and renegotiated their relationship with their parents, making it, in their 
terms, more ‘adult-like’. They did not necessarily portray this as being a 
straightforward process. Some respondents emphasised misunderstandings and 
miscommunications, especially when they returned to their parent’s home after a 
period of absence. Hence, their accounts appear to support the findings of previous 
research that suggests that parent-child relationships are renegotiated and repositioned 
during young people’s transitions to adulthood (Brooks 2005; Finch and Mason 1993; 
Holdsworth 2000; 2004; 2006; Holdsworth and Morgan 2005). Furthermore, it 
supports the view that these transitions are not straightforward or necessarily linear 
(Gillies 2003; McKie, et al. 2005; Solomon, et al. 2002).
It is interesting that evidence throughout Europe suggests that there has been 
an increase in ‘boomerang’ or ‘yoyo’ transitions, whereby young adults leave and 
return to their family home intermittently (Walther, et al. 2006). We might assume 
that this is problematic, creating tensions and conflict; however, my respondents did 
not generally ascribe (dis)continuities in their relationships with their parents in this 
way. The attributes that my respondents associated with changes in this relationship 
were generally positive; something that many contrasted with their changing 
relationships with their fiiends.
In a considerable number of my respondents’ accounts, (dis)continuities in 
fidendships were characterised as more problematic. Several respondents emphasised 
to me that they believed that they were being judged unfavourably by their friends 
because of their decision to stay at home and work. I will discuss the moral 
dimensions of this in another section of this conclusion. However, in terms of 
accounting for transitions, these respondents’ accounts support the notion that young
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people become increasingly instrumental in their friendship choices during the 
transition from school to university (Brooks 2002; 2003), employing strategies to 
maintain some existing friendships and not others. They formed new friendships and 
abandoned or changed more established ones. This seems to be understandable, given 
that change is inevitably forced upon them by leaving one arena of education and 
transferring to another. Indeed, using the ‘discursive space’ of the interview to discuss 
these issues may be a means of maintaining ‘ontological security’ (Giddens 1991), 
since some of my respondents clearly felt aggrieved by the way their relationships 
with their established friends had changed.
Respondents also represented a particular paradox with reference to their new 
friendships: although these were sometimes characterised as having a high degree of 
intimacy and being a source for developing experiential knowledge during the Gap 
Year, afterwards they were less likely to endure. This surprised some of my 
respondents, although it supports the assertion that the nature of friendship changes 
during the transition to adulthood (Allan 1996; Brooks 2005; Bukowski, et al. 1996; 
Cotterell 2007; Oswald and Clark 2003; Pahl 1998). However, I contend that a further 
explanation is possible; one that links the four fields of transitions I have discussed: 
talk about (dis)continuities in an account of taking a Gap Year is a further means of 
temporising the self and differentiating one’s identity from others.
Here we can begin to see the relationship between reflexive identity constructs 
and transitions to adulthood as my respondents used them in their accounts. The Gap 
Year acts as a performative ‘zone’ of transitions, both in terms of incorporating talk 
about transitions in different fields, as I have outlined above, but also in terms of the 
individual being embedded within different frames of identification.
As figure 11.2 (overleaf) indicates, it is possible to represent Gap Year 
accounts as a ‘zone’ of transitions with three different but connected frames of 
identification: self, others and institutions. That is, the self is embedded within 
relationships with others, both consensual and conflictual, whilst also being embedded 
within institutional discourses and settings. When transitions do occur, they can occur 
within all three frames. Alternatively, they may occur at different rates within each.
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Figure 11.2: Frames of identification within a ‘zone’ of transitions
self
others
institutions
By way of example, I will take two respondents from my sample. One 
respondent, Nikki, regarded herself as more independent (self) because she had 
repositioned her relationship with her parents (others) and left her family home 
(institutional setting). Similarly, another respondent, Matthew, regarded himself as 
more mature (self) than his peers (others) at university (institutional setting). Both 
respondents explained that these transitions had occurred as effects of taking a Gap 
Year, although they took place at different degrees at different points in time. What 
united them as a singular transition was their place in the account of the Gap Year.
Conceptualising the Gap Year as a 'zone’ of transitions is a means of 
encapsulating changes across a range of fields and within different frames in these 
young people’s lives, moving from the structural to the agentic and vice versa. As I 
noted earlier, transitions are not all encompassing or always sought. There are 
elements of continuity: with a past self, with friends and family, and within an 
institution. The degree of ‘choice’ in these matters is debatable. Some of my 
respondents actively sought to change their lives during their Gap Year, whilst others 
did not. Indeed, it is possible to speculate that the ‘critical moments’ I discussed 
earlier are instances when a major disjunction occurs in the pace of change between 
these three frames. The resulting ‘ontological insecurity’ then requires a ‘discursive
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space’ in which it can be expressed, managed and understood. Hence, an interview 
about the Gap Year offers such a space, should an individual choose it.
11.4 Individualisation and Normativity
There was a general tension between agency and structure in the categories and 
attributes occasioned within my respondents’ accounts; a tension that I had discerned 
in relation to theories of identity and conceptions of age and adulthood. In my data, 
this took the form of a tension between individualisation and normativity.
As I explained in Chapter Two, individualisation refers to socio-cultural 
processes that currently determine how individuals’ identities are constructed. 
Emanating from the work of Beck (1992; Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 2002) and 
Giddens (1990; 1991; 1994), individualisation means that identities are constructed 
through individual choices, within a climate of risk; that is, individuals are responsible 
for constructing their own identities because social structures have become less 
constraining and prescriptive. Erroneous choices are consequential at an individual 
level, because the perception is that these are individual, rather than systemic, failures. 
Hence, people experience risk at an individual level. Additionally, both writers 
contend that expert knowledge both moderates and reconstructs these risks. As 
individuals we apparently need experts to guide us through our ‘choices’, although we 
no longer trust their expert knowledge per se.
Individualisation has been influential and has received qualified support in 
contemporary studies of transitions to adulthood and the social construction of the life 
course (Desforges 1998; du Bois-Reymond 1998; Evans 2002; Furlong and Cartmel 
2007; Hockey and James 2003). Certainly, my respondents related their Gap Year as 
an individualised experience. In Chapter Eight, for example, 1 noted that some of my 
respondents explained how they had developed themselves, in terms of gaining or 
restoring confidence, maturity and independence as an effect of taking a Gap Year. 
Similarly, some respondents identified capabilities that they had achieved by 
themselves during their Gap Year, such as being a knowledgeable agent or coping 
with the unexpected. Indeed, many respondents were keen to emphasise to me that 
developing the self and achieving competence was something that one must 
accomplish before one makes the transition to university, or more precisely in order to
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make this a successful transition. Failing to make this transition could seriously affect 
one’s life-plans and future. Indeed, some viewed their Gap Year as a means of 
ensuring future success in terms of getting a degree and a career of their choice.
Here two concepts that I discussed in Chapter Three are particularly pertinent. 
My respondents appeared to be recounting to me how they had developed ‘identity 
capital’ (Côte 1996; 1997; 2002) in order to make their transition to adulthood as 
unproblematic and risk-free as possible. However, the terms that they used to effect 
this, such as confidence, maturity and independence, also implied that they viewed 
their Gap Year experiences as a means of developing ‘personal capital’ (Brown 2003; 
Brown and Hesketh 2004; Brown, et al. 2003), something that has been directly 
related to the Gap Year before (Heath 2007). This raises the interesting possibility, 
discussed at a theoretical level by others, of combining the more individualised 
theorisation of identity suggested by Beck and Giddens with the more positional 
theorisation suggested by Bourdieu (Adams 2006; Adkins 2002; Sweetman 2003). 
My work extends this discussion, grounding it in empirical data, and suggesting that 
young people engage in forms of positioning because individualisation makes this 
necessary. As Lash (2003) and others (Furlong and Cartmel 2007) contend, social 
structures and inequalities do constrain (young) people’s lives, but they are 
experienced at an individual level.
Age Capital
1 have asserted that some of my respondents produced individualised accounts of their 
Gap Years, such as how they had developed or restored confidence, maturity and 
independence. Furthermore, 1 noted that they had achieved this by themselves, as 
individuals. In so doing, they implied that they were directly responsible for 
developing them, rather than having them ascribed by their social structural position. 
This was the case even though some of my respondents referred to structured identity 
categories, such as their gender or class. However, having explained that they gained 
these attributes during their Gap Year, some respondents represented themselves as 
having a degree of positionality, in terms of having gained ‘an edge’ over others in the 
same social position as themselves: their peers. Indeed, 1 noted how respondents used 
certain attributes to distinguish themselves from their peers. Their peers were 
‘othered’ in this respect; they were categorised as less confident, mature, independent
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or competent. Therefore, developing these attributes and making them a relevant 
feature of one’s identity represents a form of ‘distinction’ (Bourdieu 1984) that is 
enacted through the prism of age. Age categories, not class, gender or ethnicity were 
mostly recounted as the definitive distinction between self and others within their 
accounts, although as 1 discussed in several cases gender and class characteristics 
were also used as forms of distinction.
Doing identity work, related to age, was identified as a highly contextual and, 
therefore, potentially risky form of action. Knowing when and where to do identity 
work using age capital is complex. Used inappropriately, it could alienate an 
individual firom others; something that 1 think helps to explain the problems that my 
respondents experienced in terms of (dis)continuities in their friendships both during 
and after the Gap Year.
My analysis of friendships, therefore, supports the study conducted by 
Desforges (1998), who concluded that young people’s travel experiences could be a 
source of conflict with or estrangement from their established friends. Those who had 
travelled reported feeling that these friends did not understand their experiences. 
However, my analysis adds a further dimension to this suggestion. In effect, my 
respondents’ accounts indicate that experiences that they did not share with 
established friends could become a site of differentiation. Moreover, because my 
respondents viewed the Gap Year as primarily differentiating individuals according to 
aged attributes, this was especially problematic; hence, the importance of 
contextualising when and where age capital could be used. Certain respondents 
clearly demonstrated this in their accounts, where they explained that they were 
pleased that their peers did not view them as too mature, despite asserting to me that 
they believed their experiences and chronological age made them more mature by 
comparison.
Suggesting that age capital acts as a source of differentiation and something 
that is related to context demonstrates, 1 believe, a point of connection between the 
embodied dispositions and cognitions of the habitus, and the ethnomethodological 
notion of ‘practical accomplishments’, both of which 1 outlined in Chapter Two. 1 
regard my respondents’ practical accotnplishments of confidence, maturity and
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independence as performative, methodological and visible examples of their habitus. 
Hence, I believe that we can see how their background expectancies shape, and are 
shaped by, their socially structured identities: for example, knowing how and when to 
use age capital becomes a measure of one’s position in the field. Knowing when and 
when not to display one’s new found maturity is not solely an isolated or context-free 
decision; it is related to knowing the situation that one is located within. This 
indicates that the field is not an objective structure, something that Bourdieu’s work 
suggests; rather, it is produced as structure-in-action. Ethnomethodologically, young 
people maximise the potential of their age capital by adjudicating and being reflexive 
about situations. What I think this demonstrates is how the potential messiness of their 
identities is shaped and retrieved for both the situation in which it is initially 
performed and for the situation in which it is recounted. Both situations are bounded 
by culturally situated rules, constraints and normative practices. Indeed, it is my 
contention that age capital connects to normativity, particularly something that I am 
calling ‘chrononormativity’.
Chrononormativity
Throughout my analysis, I have noted that my respondents often called upon, 
reconstructed or rejected social and moral norms. In Chapter Eight, for example, I 
noted how confidence, maturity and independence were ascribed normative 
dimensions. Similarly, in Chapter Nine, my respondents’ accounts provided evidence 
of normative dimensions to parent-child relationships, and in some cases feeling that 
others were making moral judgements about self. Finally, in Chapter Ten I noted a 
number of instances where my respondents’ accounts implied that there are normative 
dimensions to capabilities and competence. Therefore, the effects of particular 
normative practices are evident throughout my analysis; and one of the most 
pervasive and indeed taken-for-granted was that associated with age.
In considering the significance of normative practices associated with age, I 
have drawn upon the two discursive approaches, queer and postcolonial theories, that 
I outlined in Chapter Two. These approaches emphasise the politics of difference; that 
is, they expound that identity categories are inherently unstable, maintaining their 
stability by processes of ‘othering’ and boundary work. If we take these theorisations 
seriously we can see the same effect at work in relation to age. Thus, what I call
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‘chrononormativity’, or the language and law that regulates age and the life course 
through, everyday practices, has a profound effect on how we make sense of the 
process of maturation.
One specific form of chrononormativity that was evident in my respondents’ 
accounts was ‘developmentalism’. I noted in Chapter Three that developmental 
models of age have shaped a standardised view of adulthood: for example, G. Stanley 
Hall’s ‘recapitulation theory’ (Lesko 1996b) and other forms of developmental 
psychology (Dubas, et al. 2003; Elkind 1996; Erikson 1971; Kett 2003). My 
respondents ascribed certain activities and attributes that reflected these normative 
developmental age characteristics: for instance, in Chapter Nine I noted how some of 
my respondents told me how their communication with their parents had become 
more ‘adult-like’, something that they considered was more appropriate for their 
chronological age. Similarly, when discussing how young people should behave at 
university or at work, some respondents decried their peers for being immature, itself 
indicative of the application of norms of behaviour to others. I am not suggesting, 
however, that my respondents unquestioningly reproduced chrononormativity in their 
accounts; rather, they used it in quite artful and complex ways. In short, they used it 
when doing identities within the context of the interview; they deployed it in their 
accounts when undertaking their ‘reflexive identity constructs’.
To illustrate my point let us return to Matthew’s account, which I examined 
throughout my analysis. Matthew initially characterised himself as lacking the 
necessary degree of confidence that he thought he required to go to university; he then 
characterised himself as becoming too mature because of his Gap Year work 
experiences; finally, he differentiated himself from his university peers, whom he 
characterised as immature. Thus, at certain points in his account Matthew called upon 
and reconstructed chrononormativity in order to temporalise himself and distinguish 
himself from others. In short, at these points in his account Matthew undertakes forms 
of identity work that are specifically related to his position in the life course. 
Therefore, my analysis supports those writers who suggest that age identities are not 
fixed but reconstituted, performatively, in specific contexts (Baker 1984; 1997b; 
Brannen and Nilsen 2002; Henderson, et al. 2007; Laz 1998; Widdicombe and 
Wooffitt 1995). However, the issue is more complex because it is in the process of
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performing age identities using chrononormativity that chrononormativity is itself 
transformed and reconstituted.
My argument here draws on Foucauldian notions of the discursive production 
of the subject in relation to power/knowledge, together with Butler’s theorisation of 
the citationality of a sign (Butler 1993; Butler 1997; Foucault 1977; Foucault 1990). 
These writers contend that ‘naming’ or categorising produces subjects; one becomes a 
subject because discourse provides the language and understandings to articulate a 
subject position. One can name oneself only after the construction of a discursive 
norm. Of course, there is the problem of determinism at this point in the argument, as 
Hall (2000) has noted in his discussion of post-structuralist approaches to identity. 
However, here I assert that ethnomethodology and conversation analysis provide an 
answer. It is through the situated use of chrononormativity, through members’ 
accounting practices, that one creates agency. Agency, therefore, is an effect of the 
citation of a norm and the act of citation is a reconstruction of that norm. However, as 
Bhabha’s (1994) idea of ‘hybridity’ suggests, the citation of a norm is never complete 
because the context in which it is cited is always different. Normative practices, such 
as chrononormativity, do not exist beyond the self, they are produced in practices of 
self-construction; the two are indivisible. Hence, Butler’s notion of citationality and 
performative speech is useful, but as others have noted can be extended and grounded 
in everyday practice by drawing upon ethnomethodology and conversation analysis 
(Laz 1998). My thesis supports this viewpoint, extending it to young people’s talk of 
their Gap Years. Indeed, this brings me to the final and overarching theme that I have 
discerned throughout my analysis of accounts of the Gap Year: doing aduithoods.
11.5 Doing Aduithoods
In this section, I discuss the final theme to emerge from my analysis, one that 
encapsulates the previous themes and concepts that I have discussed hitherto. 
However, before I explain how these themes interconnect, I will examine two 
concepts associated with doing adulthood that were evident in my respondents’ 
accounts: acceleration and performativity.
258
Acceleration
In Chapter Three, I noted that there is an ongoing debate within sociology concerning 
young people’s transitions to adulthood. This debate concerns whether young people 
in contemporary Western societies are experiencing a new form of adulthood. First, 
there is the suggestion that we are witnessing a period of ‘arrested adulthood’ (Côte 
2000; Côte and Allahar 1994) whereby transitions to adulthood are more protracted 
and delayed. Second, that this is a period of ‘emerging adulthood’ (Amett 2000a; 
2000b; 2001; 2004) whereby adulthood itself is more fluidic and youth extends and 
merges into stages of the life course once conceptualised as middle-age. Thirdly, there 
is a ‘post-adolescence’ (du Bois-Reymond 1998; Maguire, et al. 2001) whereby 
young adults have and continue to redefine the ontology of adulthood themselves, 
within structural constraints.
In Chapter Four I noted that Heath (2005) contends that the Gap Year provides 
a useful frame to assess questions of the rapidity, or otherwise, of young people’s 
transitions to adulthood in contemporary British society. Is the Gap Year, she asks, a 
form of ‘arrest’, a delaying of the transition to adulthood? Alternatively, is it a 
hastening of this transition? Heath’s answer suggests that it could be both, 
simultaneously. My analysis supports this view.
My discussion of (dis)continuities, outlined earlier in this chapter, indicates 
that the complexity of my respondents’ accounts means that providing a simple 
answer to these questions is difficult. This is because the Gap Year is a ‘zone’ of 
transitions that occur at different momentums in different frames: for example, 
entering full-time employment whilst living at home with parents, only to return to 
education and leave home. Moreover, the analytic perspective I have adopted in my 
analysis rejects the possibility that we can stand outside of these issues: for instance, 
how are we to measure transitions, what measure is definitive? Should we adopt an 
objectivitist standpoint and focus on a fixed goal (e.g. leaving home). Then again, 
should we take a subjectivist standpoint that focuses on young people’s own 
perceptions (e.g. feelings of maturity)? My analytic perspective takes a more 
grounded view that focuses on practice: how young people account for their Gap Year 
and how these accounts represent structure-in-action. It is, therefore, my contention 
that my respondents represented their Gap Year to me as accelerating their transitions
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to aduithoods in some contexts, whilst simultaneously demonstrating that aduithoods 
are unstable and fluidic, indeed situated, identity categories, especially when one is 
institutionally, legally and chronologically in a state of becoming adult. As I noted in 
Chapter One, the Gap Year is highly significant in this respect because it provides a 
moratorium from this temporal course. Moreover, although some respondents were 
concerned that they were not developmentally abnormal, that is they did not wish to 
be more adult in comparison to their peers, none of my respondents described their 
Gap Year as having made them less adult or more child-like.
Throughout my analysis, I have demonstrated that my respondents produce 
reflexive identity constructs in their accounts that are associated with age. Doing this 
form of identity work, I have argued, enabled them to distinguish themselves across 
time and distinguish themselves, in certain contexts only, from others. Overall, 
however, the tenet of their accounts, of the CCAs they utilised when telling me about 
their Gap Year, indicated to me that they viewed taking a Gap Year as having made 
them into adults; that is, their Gap Year encouraged them to develop recognisably 
adult attributes, ones that they considered were appropriate to their age. Examples 
included gaining confidence, maturity and independence, repositioning relationships 
and being competent in coping with events and being able to pass knowledge on to 
others. I am not suggesting that these are attributes unavailable to children. Certainly, 
much theoretical and empirical work within the new social studies of childhood would 
indicate otherwise. Rather, it is my assertion that it is how my respondents performed 
these in the context of the interview that is significant. We simply cannot extrapolate 
the content of their talk firom (a) the contexts it refers to and (b) the situation within 
which it is produced. In short, doing aduithoods in accounts of the Gap Year is 
indicative of performativity.
Performativity
Two dimensions of performativity were evident in my respondents’ accounts, which I 
consider are sometimes conflated in the literature: performative utterances and
performative devices. The former refers to the content of the accounts, such as the 
CCAs that are used to describe events, actions, feelings associated with the Gap Year; 
the latter refers to linguistic devices used in the practice of accounting. Collectively,
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the use of these performative practices and devices by my respondents in their 
accounts represents a form of identity work, a doing of adulthood.
The collective use of these two types of performativity is evident in the 
account of a respondent that I referred to earlier: Matthew. In my discussion in 
Chapter Eight, I noted that at one point Matthew’s account of his Gap Year does two 
things simultaneously: first, it imbues him with normative dimensions of confidence; 
second, the use of a ‘show concession’ concretises or justifies this identification. 
Why, however, is this example a doing of adulthood? Matthew recounted that 
restoring confidence during his Gap Year enabled him to go to university (a 
transition) and to distinguish himself from his university peers according to an aged 
attribute (maturity). It is through the performativity of his account that Matthew is 
able to do adulthood to me in the context of the interview. Moreover, this 
identification is potentially trans-contextual; Matthew could invoke it on other 
occasions if he wanted. As I noted above, this directly links the performativity of 
aduithoods to questions of knowledge about a particular context. This, it seems to me, 
combines many of the theoretical ideas that I outlined in Chapter Two with issues 
about age and becoming an adult that I discussed in Chapter Three. Moreover, the 
Gap Year is central to this form of identity work, as I shall now explain.
I suggested in Chapter Four that only two writers have directly addressed the 
relationship between the Gap Year and age identities (Beames 2004; Heath 2005; 
2007). My study supports and extends their conclusions. I contend that my 
respondents’ accounts are the performative enactment of their understandings of, 
amongst other things, adulthood. Their accounts contain reflexive identity constructs; 
methods used by them to accomplish identities in situ. The CCAs that they occasion 
in these constructs illustrate (dis)continuities in a number of fields of transitions, 
suggesting that the Gap Year can be conceptualised as a ‘zone’ of transitions to 
adulthood. Moreover, my respondents’ accounts are individualised instances of 
chrononormativity, normative understandings of age and the life course that exist 
through their use in talk-in-interaction. Their accounts enable them to perform age 
capital to me in the ‘discursive space’ of the interview, as a means of differentiating 
themselves fi*om others and themselves across time. Using age capital reproduces 
chrononormativity, all the while changing it. Finally, the performativity of identities
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undertaken in accounts of the Gap Year, enabled my respondents to do aduithoods; 
that is, categories were related to normative conceptions of age but also situated 
within their biographies, using them to represent an acceleration of their transitions to 
adulthood. Therefore, it is my opinion that when young people are called upon to 
produce an account of their Gap Year they can simultaneously, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, produce forms of adulthood in the process.
However, we must consider what form of adulthood young people are actually 
producing in these circumstances. Indeed, I would not wish to suggest that there is 
only one form of adulthood. There is, I believe, an issue of ‘respectability’ (Skeggs
1997) here. Arguably, the CCAs made relevant by my respondents only included 
some of those taken-for-granted markers of adulthood. There was little mention of 
leisure activities, of sexual activities or any illegal activities. Perhaps this is 
unsurprising given the context of the interview. My respondents produced 
‘respectable’ aduithoods in an institutionalised context. Had I recruited my sample in 
a different context, I niay well have received very different accounts. This suggestion 
does not invalidate my thesis; rather, it affirms my assertion that a situated analysis is 
important. Clearly, it demonstrates that young people can use their accounts of taking 
a Gap Year to do identity work that fits the situation and the social interaction they are 
located within; in this case, a research interview with a middle-aged, white, middle- 
class academic.
11.6 Analytical and methodological reflections
In Chapter Five, I outlined my analytic perspective, one that ‘bridges’ insights from 
ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and Foucauldian discourse studies. The 
validity of this perspective has been delineated elsewhere (Miller 1997; Miller and 
Fox 2004), although I considered its potentiality in greater detail, in addition to noting 
some problems. Other commentators have developed and utilised this perspective to 
undertake, or suggest ways of conducting, empirical studies (Brownlie 2004; Laurier 
and Philo 2004; Miller 1997; Miller and Fox 2004). However, I have drawn upon 
insights from conversation and discourse analysis to produce a mode of analysis that I 
believe enables this analytic perspective to be applied to interview accounts about the 
Gap Year.
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The Gap Year has not previously been analysed using the analytic perspective 
that I have adopted here. Whilst I do think it contributes to the existing literature, I do 
not claim that this approach is definitive or without problems. I chose to use my 
analytic perspective after a careful consideration of the theoretical and methodological 
debates associated with ‘bridging’ and because I believed that it would enable me to 
explore my respondents’ accounts without imposing meanings upon them.
I also sought to approach my data in an ‘ethical’ manner, both in how I 
conducted the study in terms of consent etc and in how I analysed the data provided. 
Moreover, I devised a method of ‘coding’ my data that enabled me to analyse it both 
sequentially and across cases, a key factor in establishing rigour and validity in 
conversation analytic methodologies. That said, inevitably all methodologies are 
pragmatic and one learns from one’s experiences of implementing them. Reflecting 
upon my methodology, I have noted two significant issues: some problems I 
encountered; and issues that could inform future research on this topic.
I had not anticipated that it would prove to be difficult to recruit thirty 
respondents, my projected sample size. In reflecting upon why this was the case, I 
think that the population I was sampling, university students, can be over-researched. 
It may also reflect the scarcity of young people who take a Gap Year in the two sites 
where I chose to recruit. However, I do not think this is a major factor as both of these 
sites were in Southern England, where previous research shows most young people 
who take a Gap Year end up going to university (Jones 2004). In contrast, I think that 
not initially offering a financial incentive to take part in the research may have been a 
contributing factor.
I had decided that I would not pay my participants, but after reflecting on the 
ethics of payment, I decided that I should. After all, many universities now give their 
students ‘credits’ for taking part in research and researchers across a range of 
disciplines are now recognising that paying participants for their time is ethically 
appropriate (Fry, et al. 2005; Thompson 1996). I considered £10 for up to 90 minutes 
to be reasonable, being slightly above the national minimum wage, which is currently 
£4.45 per hour for 18-21 year olds (DTI 2007). Whilst paying participants did help 
with recruitment, providing I think an incentive to participate, overall I revised my
263
expectations about the availability and size of my sample. Although this was 
influenced by the difficulty of getting people to participate, even with payment, I also 
had begun to notice that I had reached saturation in my data (Strauss and Corbin
1998). Given this and my analytic perspective, which sought to maintain validity 
through producing transparent inferences, I considered that this revised figure was 
valid.
A further problem I experienced was deciding to limit the scope of my 
empirical analysis. I originally planned to analyse a sample of forty websites in 
addition to thirty interview accounts. This would have enabled me to compare CCAs 
used by Gap Year provider organisations on their websites with those used by young 
people in their accounts. However, I changed this plan largely because I became more 
interested in exploring how young people construct their identities in the context of an 
interview about their Gap Year: in their practices of accounting. In order to do justice 
to the richness of these accounts, I therefore made the decision to make this the sole 
focus of my thesis. That said, both my preliminary analysis of Gap Year Provider 
organisations’ websites, together with my review of newspaper articles that I have 
discussed, gave me important information that has framed my analysis. In future 
research, I would like to explore how Gap Year provider organisations produce young 
people’s identities, employing the same analytic perspective that I have used here. I 
also think that this could include an analysis of the images used by these 
organisations. I would be particularly interested to see how, if  at all, these 
organisations call upon some or all of the themes and concepts that I have outlined in 
this conclusion: for example, how, if at all, do Gap Year provider organisations 
invoke chrononormativity and age capital? From my review of Gap Year provider 
organisation website materials in Chapter One, not only do I believe that they do, but 
they draw on similar methods, in terms of specific CCAs, as my respondents.
11.7 Final comments
In this discussion and conclusion, I have sought to bring together the insights from my 
analysis of young people’s accounts of taking a Gap Year and relate them to the 
literature I considered in the first four chapters of my thesis. My aim, overall, has 
been to examine how young people who have taken a pre-university Gap Year relate 
this phenomenon to their identity, in particular, to consider how, if at all, they relate it
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to their age identity and becoming an adult in contemporary British society. It is clear 
from my analysis that my respondents consider that being an adult is an ongoing 
accomplishment, in part because during the Gap Year they were in a liminal position 
in their lives, between dependence and independence and between different contexts. 
However, their accounts also indicate that adulthood is itself a performative identity. 
No adult pre-exists the deed of being an adult, to borrow the principle of Butler’s 
(1990; 1993; 1997) view of the constitution of the subject. It is only through situated 
practices, through the identity work of categorising oneself and others according to 
certain CCAs, that aduithoods are constituted anew.
In many respects, the pre-university Gap Year is a useful resource for 
undertaking identity work because it is both heterogeneous, thereby allowing a host of 
subject positions to be produced, whilst at the same time it is temporally specific, 
occurring at a very specific juncture in young people’s lives. Although I have argued 
throughout this thesis that social approaches to identity are problematic, I do not think 
we can evade the issues they raise. A question that remains to be answered is what is 
the significance of indicating that adulthood is performative at this point in history? 
My situated analysis implies that my respondents produced particular forms of 
adulthood, both individualised and normative. Hence, although structures and 
normative practices associated with age may appear to be less prescriptive at an 
institutional level than in previous eras, they nonetheless remain. New means of 
governing ourselves continue to be produced; the Gap Year seems to be another arena 
in which these tensions are played out. I have considered some of those practices and 
I believe that this is an extension, by way of amalgamation, of three areas of 
sociological analysis: age, identity and the Gap Year.
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Appendix 2: Biographical Details of Participants
Participant Biographical Details
Abby Grew up in South East England in a middle- 
class family with a younger brother and 
sister. Spent her Gap Year working and 
travelling. Attending a pre-1992 university.
Alisha Lives with her mother, stepfather, brother and 
sister, in South London, Attended a local 
college during her Gap Year before going to 
a post-1992 University. Described her 
ethnicity as Black British.
Amanda Grew up on her parent’s farm in Ireland, with 
her two brothers and sister. Travelled and 
worked during her Gap Year before attending 
a pre-1992 university.
Anna Lived in London with her parents and sister. 
Spent her Gap Year working in Japan, which 
she organised through a Gap Year Provider 
organisation. Attended a pre-1992 university.
Becca Spent her Gap Year in Central America, with 
a Christian Organisation she learnt about via
her parent’s church.
Chantelle Comes from a single-parent family and has a 
younger brother. Described her ethnicity as 
‘mixed’: mother Maltese, father Jamaican. 
Worked in office jobs during her Gap Year 
before attending a post-1992 university.
Claire Lived with her parents and younger brother 
during her Gap Year, which she spent 
working as a sales assistant. Also resat an 'A' 
level during this period. Subsequently 
attended a pre-1992 university.
David Spent his Gap Year working whilst living at 
home with his parents in Southern England. 
Deferred place at university in order to take a 
Gap Year. Then attended a pre-1992 
university.
Hannah Worked and travelled during her Gap Year, 
spending three months in France. Comes 
from Midlands and attended a post-1992 
university.
Jamie Lived at home with his mother, stepfather, 
sister and two step-sisters. Spent his Gap 
Y ear working. Attended a post-1992 
university.
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Jess Originally from South London her family 
moved to rural Wales when she was thirteen. 
Had a two-year Gap Year, working at an 
Outdoor Activity Centre and an animal 
sanctuary.
Josh Lived with his father (a retired teacher), 
stepmother and stepsisters. Spent his Gap 
Year employed in a variety of jobs and 
travelled around Europe with his girlfriend. 
Subsequently attended a pre-1992 university.
Julie Grew up in North London with her parents
and older brother. Spent her Gap Year 
working in a range of jobs, including: 
temping, marketing, outdoor activities and 
personal assistance. Attended pre-1992 
university.
Lindsey Lived in South East England with parents and 
older brother. Spent her Gap Year training for 
and attending the Olympics with the British 
team. Attended a post-1992 university.
Lucy Lived with her parents and older sister in 
South West England. Spent her Gap Year 
working as a web designer, which she 
organised via a Gap Year Provider 
organisation. Has since attended a pre-1992 
university.
Luke Lived with his parents and older brother in 
Southern England. Worked in UK and 
overseas during his Gap Year, some of the 
time in North America. Attended a pre-1992 
university.
Matthew Came from Southern England. He worked 
and travelled in North America during his 
Gap Year, which he organised through a Gap 
Year Provider organisation. Attended a post- 
1992 university.
Nikki Originally from North West England, her 
parents’ divorced when she was eleven and 
she continued to live predominantly with her 
mother. Spent her Gap Year working before 
spending another year at college. Attended a 
pre-1992 University.
Paul From South West England. Father, a vicar, 
mother, older brother and sister. Spent his 
Gap Year working in a factory. Attended a 
pre-1992 university.
Rachel Grew up in South West England with parents, 
two brothers and a sister. Attended a private 
school. Worked and travelled during her Gap 
Year. Since attended a pre-1992 university.
Sarah Lived in South West England with her 
mother, older brother and sister. Worked and 
travelled during her Gap Year. Attended pre- 
1992 university.
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Scott Lived with his parents in Southern England 
during his Gap Year, during which time he 
worked. Has two older sisters and an older 
brother. Father is a civil servant. Attended 
pre-1992 university
Sophie Spent her Gap Year travelling around the 
world. Grew up with parents and younger 
brother in South West England. Attended 
pre-1992 university
Steven Worked in an Outdoor Activity Centre during 
his Gap Year. Originally from South West 
England where he lived with his parents and 
older brother and sister. Attended pre-1992 
university.
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Appendix 3: Interview Guide
Background
• Where you grew up
• Family -  brothers/sisters
• School -  what sort
Before
• What made you decide to have a Gap Year?
• Influence of family/friends
• Had you already got Uni place fixed before Gap Year
During
What happened during your Gap Year? 
Take me through the year 
Activities
Anything unexpected?
Keeping in contact 
Old/new friendships
After
Immediately after -  returning home 
Coming to Uni -  did you feel different?
Has your Gap Year affected your life since?
Developing/maintaining friendships 
Unintended/unexpected ways 
CV/jobs
If someone came to you for advice re Gap Year what would you suggest?
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Appendix 4: Consent Form
Dear Participant
I am a doctoral student at the University of Surrey undertaking research on the Gap 
Year and its role in the lives of young adults. Surprisingly, this is a topic that hasn’t 
been extensively investigated within my discipline, sociology. So I am very grateful 
to you for agreeing to take part in this new field of research.
I want to assure you that not only is your help much appreciated but also I take very 
seriously issues of anonymity and confidentiality. Therefore, although I would like to 
tape our conversation, which should be no longer than an hour and a half in duration, 
it will be erased once the thesis has been accepted. Furthermore, I will ensure that any 
names mentioned are replaced by pseudonyms when the tape is transcribed. If you 
would like me to alter any other details, such as place names, please discuss this with 
me at the end of the interview.
You may of course withdraw from the study at any point and I will not use the data 
you have provided.
If you have any questions about my research, I can be contacted via
Department of Sociology
University of Surrey
Guildford
Surrey
GU2 7XH
Email: a.king@surrey.ac.uk
Many thanks 
Andy King
Participant’s signature..............................................................................
Researchers signature..............................................................................
Date..........................................
I have received £10 in cash for undertaking this interview....................................
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